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Praise for Robert S. McElvaine’s The Great Depression 


“Fair-minded, incisive, thoroughly informed, and eminently readable, The Great 
Depression is a fine account of the ordeal of the 1930s—one that does justice to the 
social and cultural dimensions of economic crisis as well as to its political and 


economic impact.” 


—Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. 


“McElvaine’s reflections on the Great Depression re-create one of the most dramatic 
and traumatic times in the history of our country. With our sense of the past imperiled, 
this is essential reading.” 


—Studs Terkel 


“McElvaine is thorough as well as entertaining.... Along with cultural aspects, which 


McElvaine handles superbly, he astutely reports the political unrest.” 


—Cleveland Plain Dealer 


“Several factors distinguish McElvaine’s treatment of the period from the numerous 
studies that have appeared before.... The result is an account that never misses a 


beat ... a book that should be consulted for years to come.” 


—Philadelphia Inquirer 


“One of the best books anybody has attempted on this amazing era.... McElvaine is an 
uncommonly talented writer who knows how to clarify the mysteries of a complex 


subject. He does it with a disarming lack of academic ponderousness.” 
—Sacramento Bee 
“This book is a path-breaking one that charts the impact of the economic crisis not 


only on the day-to-day lives of ordinary Americans, but also on their values and most- 
deeply cherished beliefs.” 


—Anthony J. Badger, Cambridge University, author of FDR: The First Hundred Days 
“McElvaine’s book celebrates the power of people to direct economic and political 
change.” 


—Newsday 


“McElvaine’s passion enhances his work. You can disagree with an engaged 


writer ... but you cannot ignore him.” 


—Baltimore Sun 
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Foreword to the First Edition 


Roosevelt launched his “New Deal.” Most Americans today 

are too young to remember the Great Depression. But no 
period in American history has more of importance to say to us now 
than does the Depression decade. Events in those years have 
determined the direction of our social and economic policies, our 
relationship to our government, and our political alignments ever 
since. 


M ore than a half century has now passed since Franklin D. 


History has usually been viewed from the top, that is, through the 
eyes of elites, by examining the activities of governments and 
intellectuals. In recent years there has been a movement to write 
history “from the bottom up.” Studies from this perspective have 
added greatly to our knowledge of the past. Few attempts, however, 
have been made to blend these two approaches. Both vantage points 
are needed to understand a given historical period. This is true of all 
eras, but it seems to me to be especially the case with the Great 
Depression, a time of enormous upheaval from below and dramatic 
innovation from above. This book combines social and political 
history so as to achieve a fuller comprehension of the biggest crisis 
Americans have faced in this century, the attempts to deal with that 
crisis, and the resulting alteration of the nation’s attitudes and 
politics. 


Political leaders can have important influences on the course of 
history, but they can succeed at leadership only if they move in the 
direction in which the people want to go. Franklin Roosevelt was 
one of those rare individuals who had a significant impact on 
history, but his leadership explains less about the changes the 


United States underwent in the 1930s than does a fundamental shift 
in the values of the American people. 


Throughout our history there have been pendulum swings in 
public attitudes between self-centered individualism and concern 
with social problems. The values associated with acquisitive 
individualism have generally been popular among the more well-to- 
do, while the values associated with the idea that economics should 
be based on moral considerations have been more widespread 
among the working class. The American middle class has oscillated 
between these viewpoints, identifying its interests most commonly 
with those above them, whom they hoped to emulate. The Great 
Depression served to confirm the poor in their belief that moral 
considerations ought to have a role in economic practices. The 
Depression also led many in the middle class to identify their 
interests and values with those of the poor. 


The impression that many people today have of the Depression is 
one of bleakness. This perception stems in part from the visual 
images that have survived from the decade: the stark, evocative 
black-and-white photographs taken for the Farm _ Security 
Administration (several of which are included in this volume) and 
the films of the thirties, almost all of which were also in black and 
white. One result of seeing the Depression through these media is to 
add to our impression of it as an era devoid of color. But that is only 
part of the picture. As Josephine Herbst has recalled, there was in 
the thirties “an almost universal liveliness that countervailed 
universal suffering.”! Both the liveliness and the suffering are visible 
in the pages that follow. 


This volume is aimed at a general audience as well as at 
professional historians. I have gone over ground that will be familiar 
to specialists. Without this, it would be hard to make a 
comprehensive statement understandable to the newcomer to the 
period. Along with the recapitulation of the known, the book 
contains much evidence from my own primary research, 
incorporates recent scholarship on the Depression by others, and 
offers a new interpretive framework. The focus is entirely upon the 


Depression and responses of the people—“ordinary” and 
“extraordinary”—to it. Foreign policy has been ignored except in 
those cases where it was directly related to the American 
Depression. 

All sources of information are listed in the notes, but to avoid 
distraction in reading, these have been grouped in fairly large 
numbers, usually one for each section of a chapter. 


Introduction to the Twenty-fifth Anniversary 
Edition 


“History doesn’t repeat itself, but it rhymes.” 
—attributed to Mark Twain 


At campaign stops when he was running for president in 1975 
and 1976, Jimmy Carter often declared, “I am not a lawyer,” 
which usually drew great applause from the audience. 


| am not an economist. 


Since the fall of 2008, economists have fallen almost to the level 
of public disrepute in which lawyers are generally held—a level 
similar to that in which economists were held in the years after 
1929. 


I am, for better or worse, an historian, and I believe that history 
can provide a clearer understanding of the Great Depression and the 
very important things it has to say to us today than can economics. 


The Costs of Failing Our Eyes 


Tennessee Williams stated well the idea that there are costs to 
self-delusion and immoderation in the words of Tom Wingfield, the 
narrator in The Glass Menagerie (1945): 


.. that quaint period, the thirties, when the huge middle class of America was 
matriculating in a school for the blind. Their eyes had failed them, or they had failed 
their eyes, and so they were having their fingers pressed forcibly down on the fiery 


Braille alphabet of a dissolving economy.! 


Surely many Americans in the quarter century after this book was 
first published, and especially in the early 2000s, also “failed their 
eyes,” refusing to see where their actions must lead, at least as much 
as their forebears had in the twenties. As a student of the Great 
Depression, I was not among them. Long before the financial 
collapse in September 2008, it had been apparent to me that we 
were riding an unsustainable credit bubble and wealth and income 
were concentrating at the very top. Both conditions were very 
similar to those of the 1920s, and I was quite sure that something 
like what happened in 1929 was in the offing. In the summer of 
2007, I completed an analysis of the similarities between the 1920s 
and the 2000s, predicting a collapse.2 


But few were listening to those of us who were pointing out that 
the ever-soaring housing prices were patently unsustainable and 
that this unreal estate market, along with the mortgage securities 
tied to it and the gigantic mountain of debt that was being piled up, 
was bound to collapse. They were, like their forebears eight decades 
earlier, failing their eyes—and their ears. “A man hears what he 
wants to hear,” as Paul Simon noted, “and disregards the rest.” 


Brother, Can You Spare a Trillion? 


As the imploding economy entered a downward spiral on a scale 
unseen since the Great Depression eight decades earlier, many 
people nervously asked in 2008 and 2009: “Is it happening again?” 


The aphorism about history rhyming, usually credited to Mark 
Twain, seems particularly appropriate when discussing the Great 
Depression in the period after the fall of 2008. 


When I began to think about this new introduction in mid-2008, 
the economy was sounding like that of the late 1920s, and what is 
especially discomforting when we think about history rhyming is 
that it is the ends of words that make them rhyme. The end of the 
twenties economy made a terrible crashing sound and the falling 
economy of 2008 made very similar noises. 


The unfortunate truth is that this book’s subject is plainly even 
more timely and relevant than it was when it was first published in 
1984. The past must always be reread through the eyes of the 
present, and another look at the causes of, responses to, and 
consequences of the Great Depression, as well as at what worked 
and did not work in the New Deal, has never been more needed 
than it is in the wake of a new economic collapse. 


Consider this statement: “It was reported that the extraordinary 
rate of default on residential mortgages forced banks and life 
insurance companies to ‘practically stop making mortgage loans, 
except for renewals.’ ”4 That sounds like it was written about 2008, 
and the comment was made by Ben Bernanke, the man who reigned 
as Federal Reserve chairman during that year. But self-described 
“Depression buff’ Bernanke wrote those words in a 1983 paper 
about how the Great Depression of the 1930s began and deepened. 


That sounds like a rhyme with a reason. 


One can hope that the economic outlook is better when the reader 
opens this book, but as I complete this new introduction in 2009, 
fears that the new economic collapse may prove to be of 
monumental proportions are even greater than they were when I 
was originally writing the book in the early 1980s, during what was 
then the worst recession since the 1930s. The mortgage crisis and 
credit crunch, foreclosures, the enormous debt burden (both public 
and private), the collapse of leading investment firms and banks, the 
foreign trade deficit, business and personal bankruptcies, and a 
stock market that quickly lost half of its value combined to paint a 
picture of the economic prospect almost as depressing as the iconic 
black-and-white images of the 1930s left for us by photographers of 
the era. 


During the Fall Fall of 2008, some proselytizers of social 
Darwinism and the unfettered free market moved with astounding 
alacrity to abandon their principles in hopes of recouping their 
principal. They demanded unprecedented sums of bailout money 
from the government. The 1930s refrain of the down-and-out, 


“Brother, can you spare a dime?” was replaced with the 2000s plea 
of the down-and-in, “Brother, can you spare a trillion?” 


The free market, it seems, is fine for prosperous times and for the 
poor and the middle class, but the rich bleat for government 
intervention to save them the moment they fail. 


Viewing the Great Depression from a New Vantage Point 


In the last months of 2008, polls indicated that more than eight in 
ten Americans believed that the country was headed in the wrong 
direction.> 


In the tradition of his predecessors from Herbert Hoover and 
Franklin Roosevelt onward that I discuss in this book (see this page), 
President George W. Bush grew a bumper crop of euphemisms in an 
attempt to put a better face on the economic situation than is 
depicted by the dreaded words depression and recession. Among the 
terms Bush ran up the flagpole in hopes of eliciting salutes from the 
public were “rough patch,” “period of uncertainty,” “slow growth,” 
“risk of a downturn,” “slowdown,” and “a tough time.” 


Even before the “rough patch” of 2008, though, the Great 
Depression continued to be as much a subject of historical and 
popular fascination as it was when I wrote this book. Volumes on 
the period, its economy, its politics, its culture, and its personalities 
have continued to pour forth from printing presses. After the Civil 
War and World War II, the Depression is the most written-about 
event in American history. Indeed, more than twenty-five books 
with the same title as this one have hit the market in the quarter 
century since its publication.” Biographies of Franklin Roosevelt and 
books (including three I edited)® on other personalities of the 
decade and aspects of the Depression experience have been and 
continue to be published in such numbers that it is difficult to keep 
track of them. 


While the Great Depression speaks to us today as forcefully as 
ever, its voice has different tones and nuances now than it did when 


this book was first written—or, rather, we hear different tones and 
nuances than we once heard. 


? 


“History,” when it means that which historians choose to write 
down and interpret, instead of the word’s broader meaning of 
everything that happened, is an equation with three factors, one of 
which is generally constant, while the other two are variables. It 
involves the interaction of the events of the time under study, the 
concerns of the time in which the writing is taking place, and the 
beliefs, outlook, and interests of the historian. Although the first of 
these factors is more or less a constant, the discovery of previously 
unknown documents or artifacts or the revelation of formerly secret 
recollections may alter our knowledge of those events. The other 
two factors are the variables that keep “history,” in the sense of our 
understanding of the past, changing. Any work of history is a matter 
of selection. The process of selecting which aspects of the age under 
examination are to be emphasized—or discussed at all—is as 
dependent on the interests of the period in which the work is 
written as it is on the events and concerns of the historical era 
written about. Thus books of history become historical artifacts 
themselves. 


That is one of the reasons for the decision to leave the main body 
of this book essentially unchanged. I have added this new 
introduction to address how the views of historians and of the 
general public concerning the Depression have changed since 1984 
and how the times in the first decade of this millennium compared 
with those prior to the 1930s. I also touch on what I might do 
differently if I were writing a book on the subject today. This book 
was written during the worst recession between the Great 
Depression and the crash of 2008. The body of the book stands as a 
reflection of how the Great Depression looked from the vantage 
point of the recession of the early 1980s; the new introduction adds 
a view of the 1930s from the perspective of the financial collapse of 
2008-09. 


The most apparent transformation of the world in the quarter 
century since the publication of this book was the collapse of 


communism in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, the general 
discrediting of that ideology throughout the world, and the 
replacement of a cold war against a godless ideology with a (at the 
least) warm war against an ideology that claims to be godly. 
Because the decline of communism pulled socialism into disrepute, 
no challenger was left to the free-market economic system, the 
unrestrained excesses of which are widely believed (including by 
this historian) to have generated the Depression. From the late 
1980s to late in the first decade of the 2000s, free-market ideology 
was the dominant economic philosophy, as unhindered as it had 
been in any time since the mid-nineteenth century. The crash of 
2008 has again thrown the totally free-market ideology into 
question, and this new turn, like the one in the opposite direction 
after 1980, cannot help but alter the perspective from which we 
view some of the social, economic, and political issues of the 
Depression era. Yet we must attempt to understand the attitudes of 
Americans in the thirties toward communism, socialism, and 
capitalism in the context of the times in which they lived, rather 
than that of our own age. In recent years, for example, Marxism’s 
influence in this country probably appeared to many more as myth 
than as the reality it was. But that reality is an important part of the 
history of the era of the Great Depression. 


The years since this book was completed have also seen the 
United States go through a couple of decades that in many respects 
bore a striking resemblance to the era of the 1920s that ended in the 
Depression, though with an important difference. Plainly greed was 
as much a hallmark of the eighties, nineties, and early twenty-first 
century as it had been of the twenties. But through most of that 
more recent period, we were not obliged to pay much of a price for 
the excesses in the way that people did after 1929. 


Born-Again Antisocial Darwinism 


“To understand the Great Depression is the Holy Grail of macro- 
economics,” Ben Bernanke wrote just over a decade after this book 


was published and just over a decade before he assumed the post of 
Federal Reserve chairman in 2006.2 The reason, of course, is that 
the economic collapse of 1929-1933, which continued in many 
ways to 1940 or 1941, was the greatest economic cataclysm in 
American and modern world history. “The contraction phase of the 
depression, extending from August 1929 to March 1933, saw the 
most severe decline in key economic aggregates in the annals of U.S. 
business cycle history,” economist Michael Bordo and his colleagues 
wrote in a 1998 book that sees the Great Depression as the “defining 
moment” for the American economy in the twentieth century. “Real 
GNP fell by more than one-third.”!9 During the same period, real 
stock prices, which had gained 202 percent in the preceding boom, 
fell 67 percent.!1 


This collapse discredited classical free-market economics, and, for 
many years after the Depression began, laissez-faire advocates were 
without direction in their quest to find the Holy Grail that would 
explain the Depression in a way that would enable them to resurrect 
classical economics. Keynesianism was apparently confirmed both 
by the collapse that in retrospect could be seen to have started three 
months before the stock market crash in 1929 and by the robust 
recovery that accompanied heavy spending for World War II. For 
about four decades, most explanations of the causes of the Great 
Depression focused on insufficient demand. 


Ideas, ideologies, and theories are, however, rather like fashions. 
If you keep that skirt or tie in the closet long enough, it will come 
back into style. And, in the last two decades of the twentieth 
century and the first decade of the twenty-first, free-market 
advocates made an _ intellectual and (especially) a political 
comeback. Taking as an article of faith that unfettered markets are 
self-correcting, they concluded that the cause of the “Great 
Contraction” must have lain not in the market but in some sort of 
government fetters placed upon it. In order to argue against 
government regulation, spending and taxation in the here-and-now, 
they had to rehabilitate the reputation of what an unregulated, 
small-spending, low-tax economy did in the there-and-then. 


The Galahads and Indiana Joneses of the Market God found 
several items that groups among them claimed to be the Grail: an 
insufficient money supply, the Hawley-Smoot tariff and 
international reactions to it, and the effects of the gold standard, to 
name a few. I discuss all of these factors in the pages that follow— 
and they all had roles to play in the economic catastrophe. But I 
remain as sure as I was when I first wrote this book that any 
purported Grail that tries to understand the Depression without 
reference to the demand side and income distribution is a “Holey 
Grail.” 


A number of free market-oriented economists and historians have 
disagreed. They acquitted the policies of the Coolidge years of the 
charge of involuntary manslaughter in the 1929 case of homicide in 
which the economy died. The cause of death, these neoclassical 
crime scene investigators maintained, was government intervention 
rather than the lack thereof. The perpetrators were not Calvin 
Coolidge and Andrew Mellon, they insist, but Herbert Hoover and 
Franklin Roosevelt. Their analysis of the Great Depression 
resuscitated free-market economics and even social Darwinism, so 
that they could again be made the basis of government policy. 


The case for exonerating the free market and convicting 
government intervention received its most pervasive, albeit not most 
persuasive, argument in 2007, just before the new economic “rough 
patch” became apparent. In a book titled The Forgotten Man: A New 
History of the Great Depression, Amity Shlaes came out whole hog in 
support of the hogs.12 


This “new history of the Great Depression” is grounded in very 
old economics. Not content to resurrect her Lord and Savior, the 
Market God, Shlaes endeavored also to disinter another, far more 
discredited creed: the one that is known by the misnomer “Social 
Darwinism.” In truth, few if any doctrines have ever been further 
from being “social,” and the application of a brutal survival-of-the- 
fittest doctrine to society would more accurately be termed 
antisocial Darwinism. 


An unrepentant, born-again antisocial Darwinist, Shlaes took it 
upon herself to instruct the American public in the forgotten virtues 
—indeed, the Market-Godliness—of William Graham Sumner, Calvin 
Coolidge, and Andrew Mellon. In her view, “the deepest problem” 
causing the Depression was government “intervention, the lack of 
faith in the marketplace.”!3 She suffers from no such lack; her faith 
in the Marketplace is of the blind, unquestioning variety. 


Like so many others whose voices became prominent in the 
quarter century following Ronald Reagan’s election, Shlaes is a 
Market God fundamentalist. (Some who could come up with no 
satisfactory explanation for the Great Depression fell back on 
terming it an “act of God.” It would be more accurate to see the 
collapse as an act of those who see the Market as God.) 


Like Reagan before her, Shlaes praises the Coolidge-Mellon tax 
cuts as a great success that proved the “economic facts”—the market 
is always right and government intervention always messes things 
up—while she ignores what those “facts” wrought in 1929.14 (It 
seems significant that she speaks of an economic theory and 
ideology as “facts”; there are no hypotheses for people of faith.) The 
Revealed Truth of the Market God tells her that a market left alone 
will benefit everyone. So she says it did so in the 1920s, blithely 
stating, “Citizens could afford all the new products”!5 such as 
automobiles and radios. In fact, there was a sharp increase in credit 
sales in the 1920s, belying the contention that people could “afford” 
new products in the traditional sense. Here, then, is the 
confrontation: 


In Faith, supply creates its own demand and the rich getting 
richer is good for everyone. 


In Fact, a top-heavy distribution of income inhibits demand from 
keeping up with supply and is, ultimately, bad for almost everyone. 


But, in the reckoning of Believers, “in fact” is a phrase as 
weightless as an astronaut in space. Evidence that goes against 
received Truth thereby proves itself to be false. Blind faith wouldn’t 
be blind if it could see facts. (This is as true of those whose 


unquestioning faith is in Marxism as it is of those whose 
unquestioning faith is in—let’s call it “Marketism.”) 


The Fundamentalists of the Economy Are Wrong: The 
“Intellectual Edifice” of Marketism Collapses—Again 


The attitude of the Market God fundamentalists toward evidence, 
so well exemplified by Shlaes, seems to be something akin to the 
charming notion devised by some Creationists that God put fossil 
evidence in the rocks of the earth in order to test people’s faith. We 
of little faith might see the credit boom of the twenties as evidence 
that a top-heavy distribution of income meant that average citizens 
could not afford all the new products. The Market God worshippers 
will have none of it. They prefer saying “the evidence be damned” 
to being damned by the evidence. 


Shlaes opposes government regulation of the stock market. The 
great bull market of the late twenties, she informs us, “was not a 
speculative bubble”—the prices of equities in pre-crash 1929 were 
“entirely rational.”16 (Murray Klein’s description in his 1992 book, 
Rainbow’s End, of the bubble whose existence Shlaes denies may 
seem more persuasive: “Put simply, too many people held too much 
stock on borrowed money.”!7) 


As it happened, Shlaes and her fellow Market God worshippers in 
the mid-2000s were viewing the stock market boom of the 1920s 
through a car’s sideview mirror—the one that carries the message: 
“OBJECTS IN THE MIRROR ARE CLOSER THAN THEY APPEAR.” SO it was with the new 
speculative bubble that had arisen while Shlaes was denying the one 
in the 1920s. It burst in the fall of 2008. 


Shlaes’s faith in the Market is so unquestioning that she opposes 
regulation not only of the stock market, but of anything. She would 
let the Market sort out for us even tainted foods and deadly drugs. 
In her Market-worldview, the Food and Drug Administration is “an 
outrageous theft of a function normally provided by the private 
sector—quality control.”!8 She seems to believe that when a 
sufficient number of people die from a dangerous product, the 


Market will self-correct and cause the manufacturer to lose sales to 
safer products. That is apparently the way they do it in China. 


A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of the mind of a True 
Believer. 


There are two reasons why I have discussed at length Shlaes’s 
contentions on the causes of the Great Depression. 


By far the lesser of those reasons is that Shlaes sets her narrative 
up as a corrective to books (like this one) that she attacks as “the 
standard history of the Great Depression.” Included, she asserts, are 
the ideas that the stock market crash was “the cause of the 
Depression”; “a dangerous inflation caused by speculating margin 
traders brought down the nation”; Hoover had a “risible 
commitment to rugged individualism”; and Roosevelt made 
everything right.19 This volume is one of the standard histories of 
the Great Depression,* yet I neither took at the time I wrote it nor 
now take any of the positions Shlaes lists. But, then, that neither I 
nor the writers of most other standard histories of the Depression 
say what she attributes to us is a fact, and so has no relevance to her 
worldview, in which all opponents are stuffed with straw. 


The much larger reason for discussing Shlaes is that hers is the 
capstone statement of the free-market argument that steadily gained 
influence during the two and a half decades after this book first 
appeared. Her extreme views on the infallibility of the free market 
were, unsurprisingly, enthusiastically embraced by the economic 
fundamentalists of the Wall Street Journal editorial page and such 
“conservatives” as former House Speaker Newt Gingrich. After the 
Marketist economics Shlaes preaches had so horribly failed, House 
Republicans desperate to maintain their faith in the failed Market 
God were reported in the spring of 2009 to be “tearing through the 
pages of Amity Shlaes’ The Forgotten Man like soccer moms before 
book club night.”2° 


Shlaes and the other Market God-worshipping forensic economists 
and historians exhumed the corpse of the twenties economy and 
pronounced it to have been in good health at the time of its demise; 


the practical result was to clear the way for the restoration of the 
economic approach that I argue in these pages was in fact the cause 
of death (see this page-this page). These “conservative” scholars 
decriminalized, among other things, deregulation, tax-slashing for 
the highest income groups, a rapidly growing concentration of 
income among the very richest people, and staunch opposition to 
unions. 


Indeed, The Forgotten Man is largely a brief for the George W. 
Bush tax cuts, masquerading as a history of the Depression era. 
Shlaes’s praise for Coolidge Treasury Secretary Andrew Mellon is so 
lavish that it makes him sound like the Second Coming (which he 
was: the second coming of Alexander Hamilton’s efforts to 
concentrate wealth at the top with the assurance that it would 
eventually trickle down to those below). Mellon, she breathlessly 
recounts, “put through the Revenue Act of 1926, a dramatic series 
of rate cuts, repealing gift taxes, slashing estate taxes....”2! On the 
other hand, Franklin Roosevelt raised taxes “on wealthy people,” 
which Shlaes says “caused enormous damage.”22 


From the perspective of 2009, it certainly appears that it was the 
general deregulation intended to restore, as much as possible, the 
good old days of the 1920s (or, “better,” in the views of Shlaes and 
top Bush adviser Karl Rove, the 1890s) and George W. Bush’s 
Coolidge-Mellon-style tax cuts on the very rich that has caused 
enormous damage. 


To get to the most important point—applicable to both the 
economic state of the twenties and its reprise in the 2000s— 
Marketists argue for a “natural” economy in an age that is farther 
removed from humankind’s natural circumstances than ever before 
in history. That happened in the ’20s and again in the ’00s. Neither 
Coolidge nor Bush believed there was any need to put a visible hand 
on the economy’s tiller. (Bush, though, was less consistent in 
practicing what the economic fundamentalists preached than 
Coolidge had been, and he jettisoned their creed almost entirely 
when the economy collapsed during the final months of his 
presidency.) The ship without a pilot would find its way naturally. 


Unfortunately for most people, the un-captained ship ran aground 
on a rocky coast in 1929 and again in 2008. 


I argue in these pages that a major part of the problem in the 
1920s was that eighteenth-century theories were being used to deal 
with twentieth-century realities. Policy makers were “playing by the 
rules of Adam Smith’s pin factory at a time when Henry Ford’s River 
Rouge plant was more indicative of the true nature of the economy. 
It would have been remarkable if disaster had not resulted from this 
discrepancy” (see this page). 

Attempting to explain twenty-first-century problems with 
eighteenth-century theories is even less likely to succeed. Yet the 
forceful argument in the last three decades that those theories were 
not to blame in the collapse of 1929 allowed them to make a 
comeback. 


At the time of this writing, those chickens have come back to 
roost in foreclosed homes and submerged banks and brokerages 
across the American economy, although many of the ideologues—as 
is the wont of ideologues—steadfastly refuse to recognize that their 
ideology carried to an extreme produced economic collapse in the 
1920s and did the same in the 2000s. 


The prescription of the Market God faithful (albeit not of most of 
the practitioners of unregulated capitalism, who quickly ran to the 
government for bailouts when the Market failed) in the face of the 
failure of their policies is the same in the early twenty-first century 
as it was in 1929 and ensuing years: Keep following the regimen 
that produced the sickness. As I point out in this book (this page- 
this page), a basic difference between the ideologue Herbert Hoover 
and the pragmatist Franklin Roosevelt was that FDR called for 
“bold, persistent experimentation” and said, “It is common sense to 
take a method and try it; if it fails, admit it frankly and try another. 
But above all, try something,” while the position of Hoover (and, far 
more, that of the full-blown believers in the Market God) was: Take 
the Method (as they see it, there is only one) and try it. If it fails, deny 
its failure and try it again and again ... and again.... But, above all, 
keep trying the same thing. 


The difference boils down to this: Bold, persistent 
experimentation vs. bold persistence. 


“But one of the good things about reading history is you learn a 
good deal,” Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell (R, Kentucky) 
declared with bold persistence early in 2009. “And, we know for 
sure that the big spending programs of the New Deal did not work. 
In 1940, unemployment was still 15 percent. And, it’s widely agreed 
among economists, that what got us out of the doldrums that we 


were in during the Depression was the beginning of World War 
I[.”24 


A few weeks later House Minority Leader John Boehner (R, Ohio) 
called for a spending freeze. Republicans boldly persisted in calling 
for tax cuts and circulated a petition demanding that federal 
spending be kept at current levels. “Families and small businesses 
are tightening their belts; Congress must too,” the appeal declared.25 


When one looks at what actually happened during Franklin 
Roosevelt’s presidency, it is beyond doubt that the “conservatives” 
have it backwards. 


It is true that the New Deal failed to end the Depression; the 
reason, though, is not that Roosevelt and Congress overspent, but 
that they underspent. The New Deal was not too reckless in spending; 
it was too cautious. The war ended the Depression because it 
obliged Roosevelt and Congress to spend huge amounts without 
worrying about where the money was coming from. 


And, held up against the experience of the Roosevelt years, the 
argument that low taxes are the way to end an economic collapse is 
ludicrous. This is not a matter for debate; it is absolutely certain 
that it was not tax cuts that brought the nation out of the Great 
Depression. The rapid recovery from the Depression during World 
War II took place at a time when the top marginal income tax rate 
was raised to 88 percent and then, in the last two years of the war, 
to 94 percent—the highest rate in American history. 


The following graph makes crystal clear the actual effects of 
spending and tax rates on the economy during the Depression and 


World War II: 


While most Marketist theorists kept the faith, however, some of 
them allowed evidence to enter their equations. Alan Greenspan was 
one. “Those of us who have looked to the self-interest of lending 
institutions to protect shareholder’s equity (myself especially) are in 
a state of shocked disbelief,” the longtime Federal Reserve chairman 
testified during the Fall 2008 crash.26 
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FIGURE 1 
GROSS DOMESTIC PRODUCT FEDERAL SPENDING, TAX RATES, AND UNEMPLOYMENT 
IN THE GREAT DEPRESSION AND WORLD WAR II 


Self-interest, Greenspan had belatedly recognized, is not sufficient 
to curb the excesses inherent in a market-based economy. Someone 
needs to watch the store to prevent the shoplifters from running 
wild. But the security guards—the regulators who had been brought 
in during the New Deal—had been laid off. Greenspan himself had 
believed they were unneeded. 


“Do you feel that your ideology pushed you to make decisions 
that you wish you had not made?” Representative Henry Waxman 
(D, California) asked Greenspan. 


“Yes, I’ve found a flaw,” the chastened Marketist admitted, saying 
he was “very distressed by that fact.” Greenspan went on to admit 
that “the whole intellectual edifice” had collapsed.27 


It wasn’t the first time. That same intellectual edifice had 
resoundingly collapsed in 1929. It was rebuilt in the years between 
the late 1970s and 2008, only to fall from its own top-heavy weight 
once again. 


In both cases, the problem was not just that, contrary to the 
assurances from business and political leaders, the fundamentals of 
the economy were not strong; it was also that the fundamentalists of 
the economy are wrong.28 


1987: An Echo of 1929 and a Foretaste of 2008 


The attempt to restore the economic conditions of the 1920s that 
was being made when I originally wrote this book in the early 
1980s nearly bore its bitter fruit near the end of the Reagan years. 


By some measures the stock market collapse of October 1987 
rivaled that of fifty-eight years before. (The 508-point drop in the 
Dow Jones average on October 19, 1987, was twice the loss of any 
single day in 1929. The 1929 crash, to be sure, was no one or two- 
day phenomenon; it involved many days over a period of more than 
two months and it ultimately involved a far greater percentage loss 
in stock values than occurred in 1987.) But no major depression 
followed the 1987 stock collapse. Two of the most important 
reasons why this was the case are directly related to the subject of 
this book. 


The more apparent one is that counter-cyclical policies that were 
begun in the New Deal as a means of trying to combat the Great 
Depression worked largely as they were intended to. Although the 
Republican administration in the eighties attacked the “welfare 


state” that had its origins in the thirties, that same administration 
reversed ingrained Republican attitudes and embraced deficit 
spending to a degree never before contemplated in peacetime. This, 
the greatest difference between the eighties and the twenties-early 
thirties, plainly helped to counteract much of the downward 
pressure on the economy that the crash of ’87 reflected and which it 
might otherwise have substantially increased. A government which 
writes each year $200 billion or more in checks that would have 
been returned to any individual marked “insufficient funds” cannot 
help but provide a good deal of stimulus to a weak economy. 


Less obviously, the revival of an outlook that first fully emerged 
in the Coolidge twenties but had receded in the Roosevelt thirties 
may have played a larger role in keeping the economy going after 
the crash of ’87—and in the years from then until 2008. The more 
subtle reason why we averted a serious economic depression in the 
late 1980s is that the values of community, cooperation, prudence, 
and sacrifice that enjoyed such an upsurge in the thirties have since 
then been almost completely submerged by those of acquisitive 
individualism. Put simply, most contemporary Americans have fully 
adopted the consumption ethic that was rising in the 1920s but was 
briefly reversed during the Great Depression. We have become 
accustomed to buying as a way of life and to living for the moment, 
even if that means incurring large debts that threaten our own and 
our descendents’ future standards of living. 


These attitudes were cultivated by businesses and their advertisers 
in order to create markets for the products of highly productive 
modern industry. The period immediately following October 1987 
put the consumption ethic to a major test. Would the scare that the 
stock market collapse created cause people to become wary of the 
future and cut back on spending, as so many had done after that 
similar October nearly six decades before? If it did, the resulting fall 
in demand might have started a downward spiral much like that of 
the early thirties. But most Americans slowed their purchasing only 
briefly, and then returned to doing their part to stimulate the 
economy. 


One of the principal differences, then, between the circumstances 
of the crashes of ’29 and ’87 is that the consumption ethic was still 
new in the twenties. At that time, Americans were insufficiently 
weaned from the traditional values of an earlier phase of capitalism 
to heed Herbert Hoover’s calls for confidence and spending in the 
face of hard times. By the eighties, most Americans had left those 
values of restraint and prudence so far behind that no pleas from 
Ronald Reagan were needed to get them to spend again as if there 
were no tomorrow. This very un-thirties-like willingness to focus on 
the self and the moment may have done more than the social and 
economic policies that began in the thirties to avert—or at least 
postpone—a new depression. 


Reagan’s Revolution, Roosevelt’s Repudiation 


While the collapse of communism and the complete triumph of 
consumption were very influential, the change of the last twenty- 
five years with the greatest apparent impact on the way we look at 
the matters on which this book focuses was the so-called Reagan 
Revolution. It became conventional wisdom to say that the whole 
era of American politics, society, and economics shaped by the 
Great Depression and the New Deal finally came to an end in the 
1980s. The public’s seeming repudiation of the Age of Roosevelt— 
an age in which Americans learned to look to the federal 
government for assistance and solutions—was found in the two 
presidential election victories of a man who proclaimed in his first 
inaugural address: “Government is not the solution to our problems; 
government is the problem.”29 


“For modern American conservatism,” Harold Meyerson wrote in 
the Washington Post in 2008, “Reagan’s words may as well have 
been inscribed on the tablets handed down at Mount Sinai. The 
market was god and Reagan was its Moses, and Republicans have 
sworn fealty to both for the past quarter-century.”30 


What Reagan proposed and started to carry out—and the junior 
Bush took much further—amounted to the unilateral disarmament 


of the middle and working classes while the very rich were 
stockpiling an arsenal that was unprecedented in its relative 
firepower since at least the Gilded Age. (Of that late-nineteenth- 
century age in which the robber barons were free to plunder 
without a hint of government interference, Amity Shlaes made the 
following jaw-drop-inducing remark: “The Gilded Age was generally 
proving to be gilded for the average, even the poor, man.”3!) The 
federal government, which had entered into an alliance with the 
poor and the middle class during the Depression years, was 
withdrawing from that pact in the 1980s and 2000s, leaving labor 
and consumers with slingshots to use against the vast array of 
economic thermonuclear weapons being accumulated by capital. 


The problem with labor unions, from the perspective that 
regained ascendancy after 1980, is that they raise wages and lower 
profits.32 (As will be apparent in the pages that follow, if it is not 
already, I suffer from the failing of not perceiving these results to be 
problems—so long as profits remain at healthy levels—in terms 
either of morals or economics.) Pools of consumers to obtain lower 
prices also incur the wrath of the Market God’s messengers, but in 
their theology there’s nothing whatsoever wrong with capital unions 
(corporations).33 In the view of the Marketists, pools of capital, no 
matter how deep, are no threat to the free individual, but pools of 
workers or consumers, no matter how shallow, pose mortal threats 
to freedom and individualism. 


According to the species of free-market economics that flourished 
in the 1920s and found a niche in which it could thrive again in the 
political environment of the twenty-five years after 1980, very 
wealthy people must be completely free to band together in ever- 
more-powerful combinations, while everyone else must be 
completely free as unconnected, noncooperating, everless-powerful 
individuals. Then, the Marketists tell us, the competition between 
the former and latter will be ... fair and balanced. 


The Depression/New Deal Legacy during the 1990s and Early 
2000s 


Between the Reagan and second Bush presidencies came an 
interlude during which Bill Clinton played, in some respects, Dwight 
Eisenhower to Reagan’s Roosevelt-in-a-mirror. As _ the first 
Democratic president after the Reagan Revolution, Clinton made 
bipartisan the acceptance of some of the key features of what 
Reagan had done, much as Eisenhower, as the first Republican 
president after the Roosevelt Revolution, had made bipartisan the 
acceptance of some of the key progressive features of what FDR had 
done. It was Bill Clinton, after all, who proclaimed in his 1996 State 
of the Union address, “The era of big government is over.”34 


Significantly, however, Clinton made it clear that he was not 
endorsing the Reagan view. He immediately followed that 
declaration with: “But we cannot go back to the time when our 
citizens were left to fend for themselves.”35 


And, on closer examination, it is far from certain that we ever 
completely emerged from the shadow cast by the 1930s. First, there 
has been little change in the centrality of the presidency itself. One 
of Franklin Roosevelt’s most important innovations was to 
personalize the presidency, to give people a feeling of intimate 
connection with the president. We continue today to expect the 
president to lead to a much greater extent than had been the case 
before FDR. For all his rhetorical lunges at the government, Ronald 
Reagan did little to reduce the nation’s focus on his office. Certainly 
the need for a president to give the appearance of personal contact 
with the people is a carryover from the Depression years that 
remained very much with us even after the Reagan Revolution. 
Those—the first George Bush is a good case in point—who are 
unable to convey such a feeling of intimacy via the electronic media 
are unlikely to be successful national leaders. A large part of Bill 
Clinton’s popularity stemmed from his ability to get people to 
believe that he could “feel your pain.” 


Even after Reagan we continued to operate in a system largely 
created in the Roosevelt years. Welfare payments and 
unemployment insurance trace their roots to the New Deal; the old 
age pensions upon which a growing percentage of Americans 


depend were instituted in the New Deal; the price-support system 
that allows many American farmers to stay on the land was 
launched by New Dealers. And Republican and conservative fears— 
fears very much shared by FDR and his relief administrator Harry 
Hopkins—that direct relief (welfare) would undermine self-reliance 
and contribute to the creation of a class of permanently dependent 
Americans have been partially borne out. 


But the weakening of the New Deal that Reagan had sought was 
carried further under Bill Clinton, as he bought too fully into the 
economic fundamentalism being preached by economists and 
business leaders. In 1999 Congress repealed the 1933 Glass-Steagall 
Act, which separated investment banking from commercial banking; 
that change facilitated the mortgage bubble and collapse of the 
2000s. In 2000, Marketist Texas Republican Senator Phil Gramm 
inserted the “Commodities Futures Modernization Act” into the 
huge year-end reauthorization bill. The act “modernized” futures 
trading by prohibiting any regulation of the modern gambling 
instruments called derivatives, including credit default swaps. Then 
George W. Bush took the undermining of New Deal protections 
much further, as he loosened monitoring of the stock market. Bush 
also sought to “privatize” Social Security into personal accounts 
invested in the stock market. Had he succeeded, the level of the 
disaster of the 2008 crash would have been increased exponentially. 


Surely in the last twenty-five years we have still lived to a 
significant degree in a political alignment established during the 
Great Depression. In the 1930s, the Democratic party firmly 
identified itself with the downtrodden. Association with those who 
were left out worked well politically at that time, since the people 
who considered themselves to be in that category constituted a clear 
majority of the electorate. But identification as the champions of the 
oppressed became less politically viable in the post-World War II 
years, when the majority of Americans came to see themselves as 
middle class and the “left outs” came to mean, in the minds of many 
members of that expanded (and mostly white) middle class, racial 
minorities. The consequences of this affiliation of Roosevelt’s party 


with the “left outs” in times of real or perceived prosperity are clear 
in the remarkable fact that the Democratic presidential candidate 
has won a majority of the white vote in only one election (1964) 
since FDR’s death. At this writing, that is once in sixteen 
presidential elections, covering a span of six decades. 


Perhaps more important than the continuing effects of the things 
the New Deal did is the impact on us today of what it failed to do— 
or did insufficiently or incorrectly. We are still facing the unfinished 
business of the Depression era. Two mistakes of the New Deal—both 
perhaps unavoidable, but unfortunate nonetheless—loom large in 
the problems Americans confront in the twenty-first century. Both of 
them revolve around the centerpiece of New Deal social legislation, 
the Social Security Act of 1935. As I discuss in more detail in the 
body of the book (beginning on this page), the use of payroll taxes 
to fund the system was an easier way to get the program approved, 
and it has provided great protection for the Social Security System. 
But as currently configured, payroll taxes are regressive and also 
make it costly for employers to hire regular, full-time workers. 
Payroll taxes constitute a tax on job creation, and the precedent of 
funding social insurance programs (such as Medicare) through 
payroll levies that was set in 1935 is a large obstacle to job creation 
today. 


The other vital mistake the New Dealers made that continues to 
haunt us today is their failure (for reasons discussed in this book) to 
include national health insurance in the Social Security program. 
The health care crisis that the American people find themselves in at 
the start of the twenty-first century is essentially a piece of 
uncompleted business of the New Deal. 


Some surface appearances to the contrary notwithstanding, then, 
even before the economic collapse of 2008, we had not yet seen the 
end of the era of American history that is significantly influenced by 
the Great Depression. It remains impossible to understand 
contemporary problems and issues without an understanding of the 
Great Depression and the ways in which Americans and _ their 


government attempted to respond to its challenges. Furthering such 
an understanding is the chief objective of this book. 


The Era of Big Government Is Over Never Ended 


Prior to 2008, an area often cited as one in which we had clearly 
departed from the New Deal is the public’s attitude toward 
government. Here, too, the truth has been more complicated. While 
President Reagan and his party may have reversed, or at least 
slowed, the advance of big government, they also discovered the 
political efficacy of another part of the New Deal approach: deficit 
spending. It might even be argued that Franklin Roosevelt and 
Ronald Reagan are linked principally by the fact that both won 
popularity by having the government do more than they asked the 
people to pay for. 

In the 1930s, the Democrats made a wonderful political discovery 
that served them well for the better part of a half century: a 
majority of the American people like spending programs more than 
they dislike the taxes that pay for them. Thus, as their Republican 
critics often complained (with more than a touch of envy), the 
Democrats followed a policy of “tax, tax; spend, spend; elect, elect.” 
In the 1980s, Republicans made a yet more wonderful political 
discovery: if you offer people the benefits of spending without 
asking them to pay taxes, they like that even more. So the 
Republicans developed their own political formula: “borrow, 
borrow; spend, spend; elect, elect.” 


It was a bad lesson well learned by Republicans. Vice President 
Dick Cheney summarized it succinctly when he said to Treasury 
Secretary Paul O’Neill in late 2002, “Reagan proved deficits don’t 
matter.”36 Cheney is many things, but an economist is not one of 
them. What Reagan had shown was that deficits don’t matter 
politically. They certainly do matter in terms of the economy, and 
George Bush the elder and Bill Clinton were obliged to raise taxes in 
Reagan’s wake in order to reduce the deficit, revive the economy, 
and, ultimately, in Clinton’s last years in office, eliminate the deficit 


entirely before Bush’s son—a man who did not listen to his father, 
but did listen to Cheney—reintroduced Coolidge-Reagan tax 
slashing for the rich with a gusto matched by neither Silent Cal nor 
the Great Communicator. The result was that the 1920s were born 
again in the 2000s and 2008 replicated 1929. 


It was Reagan’s willingness to accept massive deficits that allowed 
him to produce what had the appearance of a new amalgam of 
American political and social philosophy. As I note on this page, in 
the early part of the twentieth century, Theodore Roosevelt had 
begun to employ Hamiltonian means (big government) to reach 
Jeffersonian ends (uplifting the poor). Franklin Roosevelt added to 
this formula the use of Jeffersonian or Adamsite means (reliance on 
intellectuals) to reach Jacksonian ends (improving the lot of the 
“common man”). What Reagan seemingly did was to employ a 
portion of (Franklin) Rooseveltian means (deficit spending) to 
achieve Hamiltonian ends (further enriching the already well-to-do). 


There are, however, two problems with this surface appearance of 
a new departure by the Reaganites. The first is that the ostensibly 
Rooseveltian means were something in which FDR never really 
believed. The means that Reagan used were actually Keynesian, and 
Roosevelt never fully accepted Keynesianism as an enduring 
approach, even though others in his administration did and it 
became Democratic orthodoxy in later years. In truth, though, there 
was nothing at all new in the Reagan approach. What it in fact 
amounted to was the defenders of privilege coming full circle. The 
Reaganites returned to the earliest days of the American republic by 
employing a portion of Hamiltonian means (government debt) to 
achieve Hamiltonian ends (again, further enriching the already well- 
to-do). Alexander Hamilton’s financial program called for 80 percent 
of federal expenditures to go to pay interest on the debt. Although 
we remain a long way from Hamilton’s objective, the massive 
expansion in the federal debt during the Reagan and George H. W. 
Bush presidencies (in round figures, from one trillion to four trillion 
dollars over a scant twelve years) had raised debt service back to 
nearly a quarter of regular federal expenditures by the early 1990s. 


Obese Geese Don’t Lay Golden Eggs; They Take Golden 
Parachutes 


The principal reason Hamilton and Reagan liked spending money 
on interest payments is that most of the debt is owed to wealthy 
investors (although in recent years increasing amounts of that debt 
has been owed to China and other foreign investors). Of course, a 
major part of the Reagan—and, even more, the George W. Bush— 
program was to restore the low tax rates that upper income groups 
had enjoyed in the Coolidge years, but which had been raised 
during the Roosevelt years; in that situation, if taxes are collected 
from the middle class a large debt produces a transfer of wealth 
from the middle class to the rich. Hamilton never made much of an 
attempt to hide the fact that this was his objective, but the 
sensibilities of late-twentieth-and — early-twenty-first-century 
Americans (their sensibilities substantially, if unconsciously, 
influenced by the experiences of the Great Depression) do not allow 
for the admission of such a goal, so Reagan and the second Bush 
were less forthcoming about their intentions. 


There is no question, however, that those intentions were 
achieved. The prosperity of the eighties, nineties, and first years of 
the 2000s, like that of the decade that preceded the Depression, was 
the nearly exclusive property of the wealthiest Americans. 


The following graphs depict the changes in income concentration 
and in upper-bracket taxation from prior to the Great Depression 
into the second term of George W. Bush. 


It should be noticed that the very high top tax rates on marginal 
income coincided with the long period of prosperity in the mid- 
twentieth century. (That is certainly not to say that the high rates 
produced the prosperity, but plainly they did not prevent prosperity, 
as “conservatives” often claim.) 


Another point may be less apparent: Figures 3 and 4 are rough 
inverted images of each other, which seems to indicate that 
marginal tax rates on the highest income levels have a significant 
effect in lessening the concentration of income at the very top. (That 


effect is probably unsurprising to many readers, but it is often 
denied by opponents of steeply graduated income taxes.) 


A look at snapshots of income distribution at three points suggests 
a great deal about the course of the American economy since the 
1920s. Figure 5 compares the concentration of income in the richest 
segments of Americans in 1929, just before the Great Depression; in 
1979, fifty years later and just before the Reagan Revolution began 
the attempt to reinstate the economic conditions of the 1920s; and 
in 2007, the most recent year for which data are available at this 
writing. 
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FIGURE 2 
INCOME SHARE GOING TO RICHEST 10 PERCENT 1917-2006 
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FIGURE 3 


INCOME SHARE GOING TO RICHEST 0.01 PERCENT 1913-2007 
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FIGURE 4 
TOP MARGINAL TAX RATE 1913-2007 
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FIGURE 5 
COMPARISON OF INCOME CONCENTRATION 1929, 1979, 2007 


The first significant point to notice in these statistics is that in 
2007 the share of income received by each of these categories of 
rich, very rich, and superrich, had climbed back to—indeed, to 
above—the level the same segment had in 1929, when the economy 
collapsed. The second point of importance is how substantially 
lower the shares going to each of these rich groups were in 1979, 
before the beginning of the restoration of the free-market economic 
faith under President Reagan. 


The third point that jumps out from the table in figure 5 is how 
the concentration of income at the top is ever-more-pronounced the 
higher the income level. The share going to the richest 10 percent 
shot up from 1979 to 2007 by a very significant 45 percent, but the 
share going to the richest 1 percent far more than doubled—and 
that taken in by the hyperrich, the top one one-hundredth of a 
percent, more than tripled in less than three decades after the 
launch of the Reagan Revolution. This is to say that while the rich 
were getting richer and everyone else was at best stagnating, the 
very rich were getting very richer and the very, very rich were 
getting very, very, very richer. 


One would have to be tone-deaf not to hear the rhyme with the 
pre-Depression years in this ever-growing concentration of income 


at the highest reaches of American society in the years leading up to 
the 2008 collapse. 


Such were the intended results of policies under Reagan and Bush 
the younger and other admirers of Coolidge, McKinley, Sumner, et 
al.: a winner-take-all economy. Well, to be fair, it was only winner- 
take-almost-all: Economist Emmanuel Saez found that in the 
economic expansion under the second Bush from 2002 to 2006, the 
richest 1 percent (households making more than $382,600 a year) 
“captured almost three-quarters of income growth.” During those 
years of Bush’s Marketist policies, the annual real income gain for 
the richest 1 percent averaged 11 percent, while that of the 
remaining 99 percent was 0.9 percent.?7 


“Don’t kill the goose that lays the golden eggs” is one of the 
favorite sayings of champions of high profits, low taxes on the rich, 
concentrating wealth and income at the top, and the rest of the 
tenets of trickle-down economics. But when profits become too high 
and taxes on the very rich too low, the geese get obese, eventually 
stop laying eggs, and develop coronary problems.38 


A Winner-Take-All Economy Is a Loser 


In an economy such as the one that has been developed in recent 
years where the winners take more and more, by definition most 
people have to be losers. What may be less apparent is that in an 
economy increasingly set up on a winner-take-all basis, as the 
winners succeed in taking almost all, they find there is less and less 
left to be taken from the “losers.” If the winners win completely, 
nothing remains to be won, and everyone becomes a loser. 


Despite what neoclassical economists tell us, such is not the 
natural order, the way the world works, or the only option. Rather 
than letting “nature” take its course, we can and should help nature 
—and the unnature in which we now live—take the right course. 


Regulated capitalism is like damming a raging river—it serves to 
make the best use of a powerful force to help people but 


simultaneously protect them from the harm that that power, when 
unchecked, can cause. 


Another critical factor in curbing the potential excesses and 
inequities of the unrestrained market that also emerged strongly 
during the Great Depression was an effective union movement. A 
look at the trajectory of organization of workers (Figure 6) shows 
that it has followed a path very similar to that of taxation on the 
highest income groups and is, like that line, roughly inverse to those 
tracking the concentration of income at the top. 


As economists Frank Levy and Peter Temin have persuasively 
argued, in response to the Great Depression the New Deal developed 
policies that put in place a system of regulated capitalism with 
strong unions, and it worked very well from World War II to 1980. 
There was “a grand bargain between labor and corporate America 
involving New Deal-era protections for workers and high marginal 
tax rates.” During this period of the “Great Moderation,” “the 
middle class grew dramatically, income inequality decreased, and 
corporations generally enjoyed labor peace.”39 


This period of the greatest and most broadly distributed 
prosperity in the nation’s history can be seen vividly in the U shapes 
of the graphs in figures 2 and 3, and the inverted-U shapes of those 
in figures 4 and 6. Is it mere coincidence that period of widely- 
shared prosperity coincided with higher tax rates on the upper 
income levels, less income inequality, and stronger labor unions? 
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FIGURE 6 
NONAGRICULTURAL WORKERS IN UNIONS 1920-2003 


Perhaps it all comes down to this: “We have always known that 
heedless self-interest was bad morals,” Franklin Roosevelt said in his 
second inaugural address. “We know now that it is bad economics.” 
“Economic morality pays,” the New Deal president proclaimed.49 


However, as I discussed earlier in this Introduction, starting at the 
end of the 1970s (in the very period in which this book was first 
being researched and written) the economic beliefs, policies, and 
prescriptions that had been dominant in the 1920s—but rejected in 
the 1930s and for four decades there-after—staged a comeback. 
Top-end tax rates were slashed; government regulation was eased, 
unions were opposed; top corporate pay skyrocketed; the minimum 
wage was allowed to fall in real terms and the average wage flat- 
lined. The economy weakened and the only way to keep it from 
drowning was to tie it to a very large flotation device pumped up 
with lighter-than-air credit. 


In the 2000s the severely imbalanced and top-heavy economic 
ship saw more and more of the ballast on the deck and below decks 
being jettisoned while an ever-higher superstructure was built. The 
flotation device that would keep that juggernaut from tipping over 


and sinking in the 2000s had to be far larger than the one that kept 
the economy afloat in the 1920s. 


I argue here that the dire effects that the concentration of income 
at the top are likely to have on a consumption-based economy had 
been held at bay and the economic ship kept from sinking for a few 
years in the twenties by the extension of credit to the masses of 
potential consumers who didn’t have sufficient income to buy what 
mass production was putting on the market. The same end was 
achieved in the “Age of Finance” in the 1990s and 2000s through 
credit buying and consumers spending more than they earned by 
borrowing against the paper value of their rapidly appreciating 
homes. 


Thus the credit bubble on which the economy was riding in the 
early and middle part of the first decade of the twenty-first century 
was a vastly larger one than that on which Americans danced the 
Charleston and drank bathtub gin eighty years earlier. 


Where the puncturing of that bubble will take the economy and 
society in the years ahead cannot be foretold with any assurance, 
but a better understanding of what happened in the 1920s and 30s 
will surely be helpful in facing that unpredictable future. 


Going Against the Grain in the ’30s: A Generous Expansion of 
Values 


I am glad to report that in a careful rereading of these pages I 
found little that embarrasses me, quite a bit that still pleases me, 
and hardly anything with which I now disagree. There are, however, 
some additions, changes in emphasis, and _ slightly altered 
interpretations that I would make. I shall explain some of these in 
much of the remainder of this new introduction. 


Aside from its analysis of the causes of the Depression, the parts 
of this book that have received the largest amount of attention and 
commendation are those dealing with the view of the Depression 
from the perspective of various groups of people who were most 
hurt by it, and with the Great Depression’s effects on American 


values. I would not appreciably alter my approach to either of these 
themes today. I would, however, expand the treatment of ethnic 
minorities. I would also devote more space to some topics with 
which the book deals, but perhaps not as fully as it might. Among 
these are the effects of the Dust Bowl, the influence of Marxist 
ideology and (a rather different matter) the Communist Party, and 
the events of the late thirties. There are also a few areas that were, 
for reasons I cannot now recollect, ignored almost completely, 
including religion, literature, radio, and sports. I would not repeat 
these errors of omission today. 


I have come to understand the “fundamental shift in the values of 
the American people” of which I speak in the book in somewhat 
different and more complete terms over the years since I first wrote 
about that transformation. Then, I described the alteration of values 
that occurred during the Depression as a revival of earlier ideals 
centering on community, and pointed to the failure of acquisitive 
individualism in the thirties as the main reason for the return to a 
more cooperative ethic. I still believe all of that, but I now see the 
values shift of the Depression years in a much larger context. 


The general trends of the modern Western world, beginning about 
five hundred years ago and accelerating rapidly in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, have been the decline of community and an 
ever-greater emphasis on individualism. By the early twentieth 
century, these trends had become overpowering and they combined 
with the needs of an industrial economy capable of producing vast 
quantities of “goods” to establish new values intended to promote 
greater consumption. This consumption ethic encourages self- 
indulgence and identity based on consumption or “lifestyle.” As this 
book explains, these modern trends’ reached previously 
unprecedented levels in the 1920s, but were reversed under the 
impact of the Depression. 


What I believe I inadequately emphasized in the first edition of 
this book (because I did not yet fully understand it myself)! is that 
the most significant fact about the Depression era may well be that 
it was the only time in the twentieth century during which there 


was a major break in the modern trends towards social 
disintegration and egoism. Those trends were revived when World 
War II brought a return of prosperity, and they have been advancing 
with few impediments since the end of that war. Among the few 
restraints that have existed in post-World War II America on the 
modern forces of social atomization are carryovers from the values 
that were resurgent during the thirties. 


The economic collapse that started in 1929 obliged people who 
had begun to accept the new values of unlimited consumption and 
extreme individualism to take another look at those beliefs in 
comparison with the more traditional, community-oriented values 
that had existed in earlier times. When John Kenneth Galbraith 
wrote that a “ruthless contraction of values” followed in the wake of 
the stock market crash of 1929,42 he meant the sort of “values” that 
are measured in monetary terms. As far as values in the broader 
moral sense are concerned, those self-centered values that had come 
to be so much stronger in the twenties did indeed contract in the 
thirties. But there also was during the Depression what might be 
termed a generous expansion of values: a regrowth of the more 
traditional, community-oriented values that have generally been in 
decline since the early twentieth century. 


It was in this book that I first began to identify the values of 
cooperation and community that enjoyed a brief renaissance in the 
Depression years as attitudes that have usually been more associated 
with women than men. As I explain (see this page-this page), many 
men began to move toward values more often linked with women 
when they found themselves in the position society traditionally 
assigned to women: on the bottom. In a larger sense, the system that 
had failed in the thirties, that of every-man-for-himself, the-devil- 
take-the-hindmost competition and acquisitive individualism, was 
an especially “male” system. Its collapse tended somewhat to 
discredit the more male approach to the world and open men, as 
well as women, more to the possibility of restoring values of 
mutualism. One example of this change was the increasing 
willingness to join labor unions. 


As this book details, the sharp swing away from self-centered 
concerns and toward social values was evident in the popular 
culture of the decade. Many of the gangster films that were such a 
staple of the early thirties, for example, were thinly veiled attacks 
on the  success-driven businessmen of the _ twenties. 
Hyperindividualism just does not work anymore, Depression-era 
gangster movies suggested to their viewers; it leads to disaster. In 
the thirties, the self-made man became the self-destroyed man. 


A number of critics have contended that Hollywood in the 1930s 
became a champion of traditional American values.43 I believe that 
this is true, but not in the way that it is meant by most of those who 
say it. The traditional values that films sought to revive during the 
Depression were at substantial variance with those of the 
marketplace society that had arisen so strongly in the preceding 
decade.*4 They were the values that had developed in an earlier 
America that was mobile and boundless, but which retained a sense 
of community because of the agricultural and small-town way of life 
practiced by so much of the nation prior to the late nineteenth or 
early twentieth century. This form of American “individualism” was 
one that did not seek the “liberation” of complete “independence,” 
but instead recognized a degree of interdependence. It was a 
cooperative individualism that placed the individual within the 
context of a community and so was distinct from the acquisitive 
individualism of the new industrial economy. People were seen as 
citizens and neighbors, not merely as consumers. 


Nothing better demonstrates the shift in values after the economic 
collapse than the reversal of cultural attitudes toward rural and 
small-town life. The ridicule in the twenties for these communities 
(exemplified by the Sinclair Lewis classics Main Street and Babbitt) 
gave way in the thirties to a reverence for this way of life and the 
values it supported. Similarly, the twenties’ embrace of things “new” 
and its modern severance from the past were replaced in the 
Depression decade by a renewed affection for traditional ways. The 
human need for a sense of belonging, a context or place, in the 
excessively mobile society of the twentieth century became more 


apparent and acute under the impact of the Depression. Attachment 
to the land through agriculture—“putting down roots’—is an 
obvious counter to excessive mobility, a way of planting oneself and 
combating the disorientation of modern life. 


From Scarlett O’Hara’s vow while digging roots in a vegetable 
garden that she’ll “never be hungry again” in Gone With the Wind 
(1939) to Dorothy’s famous line at the end of The Wizard of Oz 
(1939), “Oh, Auntie Em, there’s no place like home,” the attraction 
of the land and the values of the small town and traditional 
communities for people in the Depression era are evident. (These 
were not, to be sure, Scarlett’s values; but the point remains.) These 
values were made unmistakable in many of the most popular films 
of the period, particularly those of John Ford and Frank Capra, 
which are discussed in some detail in chapter 9. 


Ford’s films consistently placed social obligations and community 
above personal interest, as in The Informer (1935). Sentimentalism 
and traditional values were even more the stock in trade of Frank 
Capra. In his classic movies, from Mr. Deeds Goes to Town (1936) 
through Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (1939) to the postwar It’s a 
Wonderful Life (1946), Capra glorified community-minded small- 
town heroes who follow the traditional values of cooperation and 
social-mindedness. But he did not entirely idealize small-town life: 
Capra showed its potential for abuse if greed entered the picture.45 


In the thirties, unlike the preceding decade and virtually all of 
subsequent American history, the “new” and “modern” were 
suspect. A whole way of life—the modern, hyper-individualistic, 
“free” way of life—was challenged in the decade. Charlie Chaplin 
devastatingly criticized the impersonal life of the city and industry 
in his Modern Times (1936). The film is an all-out attack on ... well, 
modern times, which is to say on the disintegrative forces of 
excessive individualism. The sarcastic comment at the film’s opening 
well summarizes the forces that have led to the horrors that befall 
Chaplin’s character in the movie: “A story of industry, of individual 
enterprise, of humanity crusading in the pursuit of happiness.” The 
effects of machine industry, mass society, the unlimited pursuit of 


personal happiness are seen to overwhelm the “individual,” who 
becomes a part of the machine. 


There were many other sorts of indications in the thirties that 
people yearned for a connection with place, community, the land, 
belonging, and traditional values. Examples include the enormously 
popular depictions of small-town life in the paintings Norman 
Rockwell did for the Saturday Evening Post; Thornton Wilder’s 1938 
play Our Town (which, like the Capra films, does not say that all is 
well in small towns, but urges that it be made so through greater 
caring); the mostly rural photographs taken for the Farm Security 
Administration; the New Deal’s Resettlement Administration and 
“greenbelt towns”; and the Twelve Southerners’ defense of agrarian 
values and denunciation of capitalism, industrialism, and 
“individualism” in I’ll Take My Stand (1930). 


In one of the essays in that book, Lyle H. Lanier complained that 
under industrial capitalism “the stream of goods from the machines, 
the drive for ever-increasing production and consumption, and the 
generally accelerated tempo of social change” had “intoxicated the 
pliant imaginations of people loosened from traditional social 
moorings.” He went on to argue (quite rightly, as I see it)46 that “the 
only association or communication of any psychological import is 
that of face-to-face interaction among individuals, and it appears 
that instead of more association of this sort in the corporate age 
there is actually less of it.” Lanier pointed out that meeting people’s 
need for association is dependent upon “long acquaintances, since 
human beings do not bear spigots by which ‘fraternity’ can be 
drawn off for the asking,” and that the city, with its “casual, 
fleeting, formal contacts with great numbers of people only enhance 
[s] a sense of isolation.”47 


Lanier was right on target in his analysis of why modern, mobile, 
mass society fails to provide people with what they need. This, I 
hasten to add, is not at all to say that the traditional Southern 
society that he and his colleagues were defending, with its 
oppression of African Americans and women, was good. It is merely 


to say that what was replacing that horribly flawed system was 
incapable of satisfying the demands of human nature. 


The Social Consequences of the Keynesian Peace 


As this book details, the Roosevelt administration in many ways 
adopted on a federal scale the cooperative values that the 
Depression rekindled in much of the American public. In the early 
years of their reign, many New Dealers entertained high hopes that 
they could bring the world into line with their ethos. But the dream 
of creating a harmonious economy and society was finally 
abandoned. By the later thirties, Roosevelt and his advisers were 
accepting the fact that it was easier to adjust their ethos to fit the 
modern world in which they found themselves than to bring that 
world into line with their ethos.48 


The terms by which the modern world accepted the surrender of 
the New Deal and the Depression era values it partially embodied 
were written by John Maynard Keynes. Keynes had left the 
Versailles peace conference in disgust and written a book, The 
Economic Consequences of the Peace, in which he argued that the 
terms imposed in the ending of the Great War would create the 
conditions for a new war. Yet he failed to see that the terms he 
advocated for ending the Great Depression were likely, ultimately, 
to create the conditions for a new depression. Keynes’s curious 
prescription for curing the malady that unrestrained, consumption- 
ethic capitalism had induced was for government to do everything 
possible to increase consumption. 


In a 1938 fireside chat, Roosevelt made a declaration that 
signaled a major shift in the New Deal’s approach to economic 
problems. “We suffer primarily from a lack of buying power,” FDR 
told his listeners. It was the duty of the government, the president 
said, “to make definite additions to the purchasing power of the 
nation.”*9 From this point on, Roosevelt and Democratic liberalism 
were committed to the promotion of mass consumption as the 
fundamental economic panacea. This less than fully conscious 


acceptance of the basic premise of Keynesianism amounted to an 
endorsement of the consumption ethic against which the revived 
values of the Depression had struggled. 


To revise Ronald Reagan, Keynesianism is not the solution to our 
problems; Keynesianism is part of the problem. But liberal 
Democrats were not alone in adopting it as the apparent solution. 
During the 1940 campaign, Republican presidential nominee 
Wendell Willkie joined in endorsing the consumption ethic by 
calling for a “philosophy of unlimited productivity.” And, of course, 
in the 1980s and 2000s Reagan-Bush “conservatives” practiced 
Keynesian stimulation to a degree unprecedented in peacetime. 
Conservatives could partially embrace Keynesianism because what 
Keynes and his liberal disciples did in the thirties was accept an 
approach that was utterly compatible with the needs of the 
consumption-oriented economy that had reached an early peak in 
the twenties. 


A sort of “proto-Keynesianism” had in fact emerged in the 1920s 
among mass-production industrialists, retailers, and advertisers who 
wanted to use the state, along with other methods, to stimulate mass 
consumption.59 It might not be stretching the truth very far to 
suggest that Henry Ford, with his emphasis on mass consumption, 
was the first Keynesian, although Ford did not foresee the 
governmental role that Keynes prescribed. 


It is not that Keynes’s prescription would not work; in the short 
run it worked marvelously, as was demonstrated by the economic 
effects of the huge government expenditures during World War II. 
But Keynes began with an acceptance of an economy based on ever- 
increasing consumption. He never challenged the basic assumptions 
that underlay that economic system. Instead, he devised what 
seemed to be the best way to make that system work. If growth was 
what the system needed, Keynes would inject the body economic 
with steroids. By the late thirties few New Dealers saw any 
alternative to this approach, and consumers began once again to 
replace producers as the focus of government interest. Expansion 
came once more to look like the painless way out of economic crisis. 


Growth would not harm the wealthy in a financial sense. In more 
recent times, though, we have come to understand the dangers of 
excessive growth, and it should now be clear that overdoses of Dr. 
Keynes’s economic steroids have the capacity to harm everyone 
psychologically, morally, and environmentally. 


Despite all the large differences between the men and their times, 
the one deep continuity between the Roosevelt and Reagan eras was 
that both presidents and their parties came to embrace high 
consumption as the ticket to economic prosperity. This belief was so 
ingrained by the beginning of the new millennium that after the 
attacks of September 11, 2001, President George W. Bush urged 
Americans to “sacrifice” by buying more consumer products. 


What may well be the greatest tragedy of the Depression era is 
that the New Deal government—and labor unions—moved to 
duplicate what had already been done in the corporate world. 
Large-scale, impersonal bureaucracies replaced personal, 
community-level institutions in government and unions alike. 
Industrialism had undermined family and community. It is a sad 
irony that in the midst of a decade that saw such a revival of 
community values, the New Deal chose to combat the problems 
emanating from these losses by creating in government a mirror 
image of the “efficient,” bureaucratic, impersonal corporate culture. 


The essence of the modern paradox is that an ideology of extreme 
independence and self-reliance has arisen in tandem with a world 
that is ever more interdependent and impersonal. This clash was 
especially tangible during the Great Depression, when the problems 
of the new ideology of success, mobility, extreme individualism, and 
ever-expanding consumption became obvious.5! Under those 
conditions, many Americans temporarily rejected the new ideology, 
and returned to more traditional values based on community. The 
New Deal initially reflected those community values, but the 
solutions it finally settled for accepted the very modern forces that 
the Depression experience had led so many people to spurn. 


We have not yet gotten beyond the New Deal’s answers, but it is 
time that we did so. Returning, under the impact of a new economic 


crisis, to the questions that so many Americans were asking in the 
early and mid thirties about the new economic system and what it 
was doing to their values may be the best way for us finally to begin 
to get beyond the solutions that the New Deal settled for in the late 
thirties. 


Reagan’s Repudiation, Roosevelt’s Revival: “The Nation Cannot 
Prosper Long When It Favors Only the Prosperous” 


As I was finishing the original writing of this book, I took note of 
the words of a political figure new to the national stage whose 
rhetoric echoed the values that had come to the fore during the 
years of the Great Depression. I used at the end of the book a 
quotation from Mario Cuomo’s first inaugural address as governor of 
New York in 1983 (this page). 


A quarter century later, it seems appropriate to close this new 
introduction with words from another first inaugural address I 
recently heard, this time in person. In this case it is the inauguration 
as president of another political figure new to the national stage, 
one whose election was facilitated by a new collapse of the economy 
and of an economic philosophy that echoed the very similar 
collapses that had facilitated the election to the presidency of 
Franklin Roosevelt, and one who echoes FDR’s values and 
understanding of the necessity of both a market-based economy and 
of having mechanisms in place to curb the excesses of a system 
based on the pursuit of self-interest. 


“Nor is the question before us whether the market is a force for 
good or ill. Its power to generate wealth and expand freedom is 
unmatched,” Barack Obama declared as he assumed the presidency 
in 2009. “But this crisis has reminded us that without a watchful 
eye, the market can spin out of control. The nation cannot prosper 
long when it favors only the prosperous.”>52 

“A watchful eye”—that is key to getting the obvious benefits of 
the market system while minimizing that system’s risks. Much as 
democracy is the best political system, but contains within it many 


inherent dangers and so needs a system of political checks and 
balances to make it work properly and lessen those dangers, 
capitalism is the best economic system, but contains within it many 
inherent dangers and so needs a system of economic checks and 
balances to make it work properly and lessen those dangers. One of 
the most prominent of those dangers is that income will become too 
concentrated at the top, undermining the functioning of a consumer- 
based economy. 


Just a spoonful of “socialism” helps the capitalism go up. 


President Obama also indicated that he, like Franklin Roosevelt, 
understands that “when you spread the wealth around, it’s good for 
everybody,”°3 not simply as a matter of morality, but also as a 
practical requirement in a consumption-based economy. 


“The success of our economy has always depended not just on the 
size of our gross domestic product, but on the reach of our 
prosperity; on the ability to extend opportunity to every willing 
heart—not out of charity, but because it is the surest route to our 
common good,” Obama proclaimed.54 


The “common good”—that is what the Great Depression taught us 
we must pursue. It was a lesson forgotten by too many in the 
quarter century after this book was first published. Economic reality 
has now reminded us once more of this key lesson. Had we not 
failed our eyes and instead kept a watchful eye on the market, we 
would not again have had our “fingers pressed forcibly down on the 
fiery Braille alphabet of a dissolving economy.” 


The Great Depression still speaks to us today with a voice we all 
need to hear. Indeed, now after the values and policies it brought to 
the fore have once again been submerged and their rejection has 
once again plunged the economy into collapse, we need more than 
ever to hear that voice calling on us to maintain a watchful eye on 
the market and focus on the common good. And this time, just 
maybe, we can not only revive what was best from the New Deal, 
but get beyond it and create a government that actually reflects the 


values that so many Americans developed during the Great 
Depression. 


Robert S. McElvaine 
Clinton, Mississippi 
June 2009 
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recognize that certain rhythms seem to exist in our history. 

Many different types of business cycles have been traced 
over the years. During the nineteenth century, for example, major 
economic slumps occurred with disturbing regularity: 1819, 1837, 
1857, 1873, 1893. Another economic collapse was beginning “on 
schedule” in 1914, when the outbreak of war in Europe revived the 
American economy. 


Less universally accepted, but hard to deny when our history is 
viewed in its entirety, are periodic swings of mood, opinion, and 
values among the American people. An oscillation between the 


O ne need not be a devotee of astrology or sunspot theories to 


dominance of reform sentiment and standpattism has taken place 
throughout American history, with each wave of reform and each 
trough of reaction usually lasting between ten and twenty years. The 
opposing moods have been called by many names: Jeffersonian and 
Hamiltonian, democratic and aristocratic, liberal and conservative. 
The terms inevitably lead to confusion, because their meanings are 
so imprecise that the opposing names are sometimes used to 
describe the same policy. Jefferson’s famous declaration in his first 
inaugural address, “We are all republicans—we are all federalists,” 
hinted at the ambiguity. In a speech during his 1928 presidential 
campaign, Herbert Hoover restated the point: “We are a nation of 
progressives; we differ as to what is the road to progress.” Precisely. 
But the differences over the meaning of progress and the best road 
to reach it are often great. 


The fundamental difference was well stated by Jefferson. Some 
men, he declared, “fear the people, and wish to transfer all power to 
the higher classes of society.” Others “consider the people as the 
safest depository of power in the last resort.” Despite the frequent 
confusion over means, the goals of the former group are 
conveniently labeled conservative; those of the latter, who have 
been more concerned with the wrongs done to people than with the 
rights of property, are generally termed liberal. Given this 
admittedly loose distinction, American history in its broadest outline 
can be seen as consisting of periods of liberal reform punctuated by 
conservative breathing spaces. The peaks of reform were reached 
during the American Revolution, the ages of Jefferson and Jackson, 
the crusade against slavery, the Progressive era, the New Deal, and 
Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society. The motive forces in the decline of 
reform eras seem to have been principally three: First, people 
eventually grow weary of social problems. They choose instead to 
withdraw into more personal interests. This sentiment was best 
summed up by the slogan Republicans used in the 1946 
congressional campaign and several times since: “Had enough?” 
When a majority is sufficiently tired of the activism of such leaders 
as Jefferson, Lincoln, the Roosevelts, Wilson, Kennedy, or Johnson 


to answer “yes,” a period of reaction sets in. Such notable ages in 
American history have been the Federalist era, the Era of Good 
Feelings, the 1840s and early 1850s, the Gilded Age, the 1920s, the 
1950s, and the 1980s. 


The second main factor in bringing a period of liberalism to a 
close is that the pace of change in our society outdistances a 
generation of reformers. Their ideas become dated. Much of their 
program has been put into effect, yet old problems remain and new 
ones arise. Some of those who seek change in their youth come to 
favor the status quo as they grow older. 


A third reason for the decline of reform eras is that political 
leaders who start out committed to principles are likely, after time, 
to come to prefer, unlike Henry Clay, to be president (or 
congressman) to being right. Thus their zeal for the cause 
diminishes, and with it the reform era itself cools. 


New reform eras arise for reasons similar to those that lead to the 
demise of their predecessors: a rejection of the dominant mood and 
a generational change. Just as people tire of calls for self-sacrifice, 
they eventually become upset with themselves after a period of 
hedonism and disregard for others. For some, at least, a time of 
reform offers an opportunity for personal redemption as well as for 
social change. If the public ultimately grows weary of activist 
leaders, it finally becomes bored or disgusted with the Adamses, 
Fillmores, Coolidges, Eisenhowers, and Reagans, too. Zealots of the 
right come to find office-holding as comfortable as do their liberal 
counterparts. And as a new generation arises the old battles are 
history and new configurations of problems bring forth new 
attempts at solutions. 


The fact that at least some new solutions are sought in each wave 
of reform indicates that the often-used metaphor of a swinging 
pendulum is not quite suitable for describing changes in America’s 
mood. No conservative era succeeds in wiping out all the gains of 
the preceding period of reform. The Republicans in the Eisenhower 
years were unable (and in many cases unwilling) to repeal the New 
Deal. The Reagan Republicans appeared for a time to be on the 


verge of dismantling the Great Society, if not the New Deal, but the 
public has proved unwilling to follow its reactionary leaders that 
far. Each liberal age is able to build upon some accomplishments of 
those that came before it. Some positions of the Reagan 
administration that are today considered extremely conservative 
would have been denounced as liberal in the 1920s. 


The limits of the pulsations of national opinion here under 
discussion must be made clear. They do not, of course, involve 
everyone. Nearly 17 million Americans voted against Franklin 
Roosevelt in 1936; more than 27 million voted for Barry Goldwater 
in 1964. We are speaking of shifts between about 40 and 60 percent 
of the electorate, which seem to be the lower and upper limits of 
support for one viewpoint or the other. Nor are the shifts of mood 
usually as dramatic as we sometimes make them seem. The 
continued strength of some items on the progressive agenda during 
the 1920s, the “white backlash” of the 1960s, and the surprising 
popularity in opinion polls of many social programs in the 1980s are 
cases in point. It should also be plain that this is no simple argument 
about “history repeating itself.” There has been a substantial 
variation in the length and intensity of periods of reform and 
reaction. All sorts of external factors ranging from economic 
conditions to wars to individual leadership can affect the timing and 
strength of reform waves. None of these qualifications, however, 
detracts from the usefulness of the concept of oscillations of public 
sentiment to an understanding of the American past. Those who 
remain skeptical of the idea may be persuaded by noting the 
startling accuracy of the following prediction Arthur Schlesinger, 
Sr., made in 1949: “We may expect the recession from liberalism 
which began in 1947 to last till 1962, with a possible margin of a 
year or two in one direction or the other. The next conservative 
epoch will then be due around 1978.” And, it might now be added, 
liberalism can be expected to be in the ascendancy again in the 
1990s, if not before.! 


I have taken the time to go into this discussion of tides of public 
sentiment in some detail because the concept is vitally important to 


an understanding of Depression America. It is notable that the cycles 
of opinion appear to be unrelated to those of the economy. The two 
worst depressions in American history prior to the 1930s occurred 
in the long conservative period of the late nineteenth century. 
Populism was already strong when the Panic of 1893 hit, but it 
remained an overwhelmingly agrarian movement and did not 
become nationally dominant during the nineties. When reform did 
win majority support after the turn of the century, the United States 
was again enjoying prosperity. Prosperity gives middle-class 
reformers the security they feel is necessary to undertake change. 
The last great liberal uprising we have experienced, that of the 
1960s, also took place in a period of great prosperity for middle- 
class Americans. Clearly hard times are not a prerequisite for 
reform. Indeed, only one of the major reform eras in American 
history occurred during a depression and, to state the same point 
differently, all of the major economic collapses save one happened 
during conservative eras. The one exception is the Great Depression 
of the 1930s, our worst depression, during which the New Deal, our 
most significant era of liberalism, took place. The so-far unique 
coincidence of the nation’s economic and values cycles in the 1930s 
is a little-noted but critical fact about the history of Depression 
America. 


Superimposed upon the economic and mood shifts are basic 
differences in class values. These are far from absolute, but as a rule 
of thumb, working-class people have been more likely to hold values 
centered on cooperation, sharing, equity, fairness, and justice than 
have their affluent countrymen. The latter have, throughout our 
history, been more likely to defend the marketplace as the sole 
determinant of the distribution of the economy’s fruits. The poor— 
whether farmers or industrial workers—have generally been less 
willing worshipers at the shrine of Adam Smith. So long as the 
marketplace economy provided reasonable opportunities, they were 
likely to accept it. But during hard times or when maldistribution 
was especially evident, working-class people have tended to call for 
community or government action to supplement—or counteract— 


the marketplace. In short, they have believed that morality ought to 
have a role in the workings of the economy. 


The basic reason for this difference is not hard to find. The self- 
interest of have-nots is better served by a more equitable 
distribution, whereas the self-interest of the wealthy is obviously 
better served by keeping things as they are. This in no sense makes 
the two positions ethically equivalent. The self-interest of the poor 
coincides with justice, that of the rich with injustice. The 
significance of this for the Great Depression is that it, like previous 
depressions, led the lower classes to demand government action to 
help them. Workers and farmers had made similar protests in the 
1870s and 1890s. The key differences in the 1930s were that the 
country was “due” for a swing to more humanitarian values and 
that the depression was so much deeper, wider, and longer than 
previous slumps that a far larger segment of the middle class was 
directly affected and hence came to identify its interests with those 
of the poor. The combination of all these ingredients made the 
1930s the time in which the values of compassion, sharing, and 
social justice became the most dominant that they have ever been in 
American history. 


Each periodic depression that plagued the United States from the 
early nineteenth century through the 1930s was worse than the one 
before it. Many reasons for this could be cited, but one stands out as 
by far the most important. As the United States became less agrarian 
and more industrial, less rural and more urban, an ever-increasing 
percentage of its population became susceptible to the vagaries of 
the market economy. This is not to say that farmers were not 
victims of economic collapse—much of the history of the late 
nineteenth century and of the 1920s and 1930s makes plain that 
they were—but that people who owned farms and were not deeply 
in debt could at least feed their families during hard times. Stated 
simply, more and more people became dependent as the nation 
industrialized. Urban working-class people who rented their living 
quarters and whose income was derived entirely from wages found 


themselves in desperate straits when they lost their jobs and could 
find no other employment. 


The Panic of 1893 was America’s worst depression in the 
nineteenth century. Real income of Americans is estimated to have 
dropped some 18 percent between 1892 and 1894. That depression 
led to massive unemployment, which in turn fueled protest. Workers 
were angry and ready to undertake cooperative and, in some cases, 
radical action. These facts alarmed middle-class Americans, some of 
whom believed revolution might be imminent, particularly since the 
farm belts of the nation were seething with populism. Under the 
circumstances, middle America chose to cast its lot with business 
and dig in to defend economic orthodoxy. No quarrel on this would 
come from President Cleveland who, in vetoing the Texas Seed bill 
of 1887, which would have provided a scant $10,000 for relief of 
farmers hard-hit by drought, uttered the immortal words, “though 
the people support the Government the Government should not 
support the people.” Cleveland, like most others in power in the 
1890s, believed that depressions were natural events, part of the 
working of the business cycle, and therefore the government could 
do little about them. His formula for recovery (which was continued 
in all its essentials by his Republican successor, William McKinley) 
was to maintain sound money, preserve the sanctity of contracts, 
and cut federal spending. It has an uncannily familiar ring. 


If the effects of the Panic of 1893 on the economy, workers, and 
business were dramatic, the depression’s impact on American 
politics was equally spectacular. Although only one Democrat 
(Cleveland) had been elected president between 1860 and 1892, the 
Republicans had failed to establish themselves as a clear-cut 
majority party. Democrats won decisively in the House elections in 
1890 and 1892, and Cleveland regained the White House in the 
latter year. This was the first time since Reconstruction that either 
party had held the White House and both houses of Congress 
simultaneously. But what seemed a happy occasion for the 
Democrats soon proved to be quite otherwise. It meant that their 
party was fully “in charge” when the panic struck. They were 


blamed, as the Republicans would be four decades later, for the 
economic collapse and had to pay the price at the polls. The 
elections of 1894 and 1896 saw what has been called “one of the 
greatest bloodless political realignments that this country has ever 
experienced.” The shift of House seats from Democrats to 
Republicans in 1894 was the largest in modern history, exceeding 
even the transfer in the other direction in 1932. The political results 
of the Panic of 1893 clearly foreshadowed those of the Great 
Depression: the party in power was devastated and the opposition 
party became dominant for more than a generation. Woodrow 
Wilson’s two victories under unusual circumstances 
notwithstanding, the Republicans remained the majority party from 
1894 until a new economic collapse turned the tables on them in the 
early 1930s. For an earlier generation, Grover Cleveland and the 
Democrats represented what Herbert Hoover and the Republicans 
have stood for to so many Americans in the last half century. “I was 
a child of four during the Panic of-93,” Walter Lippmann wrote two 
decades later, “and Cleveland has always been a sinister figure to 
me. His name was uttered with monstrous dread in the 
household ... And to this day I find myself with a subtle prejudice 
against Democrats that goes deeper than what we call political 
conviction.”2 


Preindustrial America was, in historian Robert Wiebe’s apt phrase, 
a nation of “island communities.” What was dominant in the lives of 
people of all classes was the local community. Each community was 
to a large extent self-contained, its significant contacts with the rest 
of the nation infrequent. Given the large number of limited stages 
on which Americans performed, there was an abundance of leading 
roles. Each town had its local elite—its merchants, bankers, 
clergymen, attorneys, physicians, editors, and so forth—to whom 
the community looked for leadership. These elites, of course, 
enjoyed their status. But the existence of tight-knit communities 
with a shared set of values was also beneficial to other groups. 
Several social and labor historians have shown in recent years that 


nineteenth-century workers were often able to use shared values to 
gain community support for strikes and fair treatment. 


The rapid industrialization of the United States during the late 
nineteenth century upset this world. The development of national 
systems of transportation and communications, of highly 
concentrated industrial and financial systems, and of mass 
circulation newspapers and magazines, along with the explosion of 
urban populations, submerged the independence of the nation’s 
separate local communities. In the useful concept developed by 
nineteenth-century German _ sociologist Ferdinand Tonnies, 
Gemeinschaft—the small, personal community of the nineteenth 
century—was replaced by Gesellschaft, a large, anonymous society in 
which the importance of one’s place and achievements in the local 
context nearly dissolved. 


The Progressive era in the broadest sense was an attempt to 
regain the old values or construct new ones. Progressivism may 
have meant many different things, but what tied it together was that 
all its manifestations were responses to a common stimulus: the 
myriad effects of industrialization on traditional American values. 
Because of the vast changes, even true conservatives found it 
necessary to become reformers. The only way to preserve at least 
some of the old world in the face of the upheaval being wrought by 
industrialization was to try to make social changes that would 
compensate for some of the economic changes. Paradoxically, by the 
beginning of the twentieth century, it was necessary for a sincere 
conservative (that is, someone genuinely interested in preserving the 
old values, not simply an apologist for concentrated wealth) to 
become a reformer, a “progressive.” Such people saw “certain 
radical but strictly limited reforms as the only way to salvage the 
system.” 


For the middle-class reformer, alterations might be needed, but 
they could not be undertaken safely during the economic crisis of 
the 1890s. By the turn of the century, though, both prosperity and 
optimism had returned. The United States had recovered from its 
worst depression to that time, had won a “splendid little war,” the 


Spanish-American War, that most believed was fought for the 
highest, most unselfish objectives, and was emerging as a world 
power. Under such conditions, it was possible for the “better sort” to 
attempt to guide the discontent that had been so evident among 
farmers and workers in the nineties into acceptable channels. 
Middle America could rediscover poverty, as it seems to do once a 
generation. Thus, while progressivism had important working-class, 
farmer, and corporate components, its dominant form represented a 
“cautious uprising of the better classes.” There can be little doubt 
that most of these people sincerely wanted the “uplift” of the lower 
classes and a better, more honest, just, and moral society. They also 
wanted the beneficiaries to know to whom they should be thankful. 
Improvements were not to be won by the struggles of the lower 
classes, but to be bestowed as gifts from the moral, disinterested 
people above them. Much of what passed for progressivism was 
pushed by people who saw themselves as altruistic—they wanted to 
do good for others, not themselves. As Richard Hofstadter pointed 
out, populism had been a reform dictated by empty stomachs, while 
progressivism was a reform movement guided by the mind and 
heart.3 


World War I not only brought the culmination of the Progressive 
era and intensified the reaction that followed, it also provided in 
several important ways the soil in which the seeds of the Great 
Depression and New Deal would germinate. 


When the basically pacifist Woodrow Wilson finally took his 
country into the war in April 1917 he justified it, as he had to in 
order to convince himself and the American people, in the 
moralistic rhetoric of progressivism. “There is not a single selfish 
element, so far as I can see,” Wilson said, “in the cause we are 
fighting for.” Unlike other belligerents, Wilson insisted, the United 
States fought for altruistic purposes. 


In addition to demonstrating to himself and a majority of his 


countrymen that it was “right” for the United States to enter the 
war, Wilson’s use of the language of idealistic self-sacrifice as a 


rationale for participation had at least two other notable effects. It 
tied the war so tightly to progressive values that, if people became 
disillusioned with the war, they would also lose their faith in 
reform. Wilson’s rhetoric also made the war seem an unprecedented 
example of national self-sacrifice and hence it served finally to 
release the combined guilt and moral energy that had been at the 
base of much of middle-class progressivism. Having at last paid their 
dues and made their sacrifices, Americans after the war could turn 
with somewhat clear consciences to personal concerns. The 
hedonistic, greedy, self-centered norms of the twenties, which 
played no small part in the coming of the Depression, were at least 
intensified by the wrapping of the war in the mantle of progressive 
moralism. 


The war also created an international economic situation that 
helped bring on the Great Depression. Following Versailles there 
was an “unquenchable jingoism” throughout the industrial world. 
The reparations and war debts questions fueled dangerous 
international tension and weakened both the domestic economies of 
some European nations and the international economic structure. 
European countries became debtors to, rather than creditors of, the 
United States. Among other factors, this meant that these nations 
were no longer in a position to provide a good market for the 
surplus farm production of the United States. 


The contraction of Europe’s ability to buy American agricultural 
products aggravated another fundamental economic problem 
produced by the war. Wartime demand for food was great and the 
normal supply in Europe had been cut sharply. Both market forces 
and government policies led during the war to a vast increase in 
America’s farm output. When wartime Food Administrator Herbert 
Hoover allowed the price of wheat to be set at $2.20 a bushel, 
farmers increased wheat acreage by nearly 40 percent and output by 
almost 50 percent. This in turn meant chronic “overproduction” in 
the 1920s, a massive agricultural depression during America’s 
“prosperity decade,” and a further dislocation in the world 
economic structure. 


The First World War had other results with a direct bearing on the 
Great Depression. It represented what historian Henry May has 
called “the end of American innocence.” The great optimism of the 
progressive years, as well as most of what was left of the old 
familiar values, was shattered by the war and the disillusionment of 
Versailles and the struggle over the League of Nations. Unmistakable 
clouds now hung over the previously sunny American horizon. 
“Those of you who did not live in that period before 1914, or are 
not old enough to remember it,” clergyman John Haynes Holmes 
reminisced years later, “cannot imagine the security we enjoyed and 
the serenity we felt in that old world.” Like most old worlds when 
they are gone, prewar America took on more of a glow than reality 
warranted, but the feeling of loss was a significant part of the mood 
of the twenties and the motive for the desire to return to 
“normalcy.” The word itself, coined accidentally by Warren Harding 
during his 1920 campaign for the presidency, symbolized perfectly 
what the nation sought after the war: a return to a golden age that, 
like Harding’s word, only resembled what had existed before. 


To carry on the war effort, the United States government had 
embarked, for the first time, on serious social and economic 
planning. Indeed, it has been persuasively argued that the models 
for many programs and practices of the New Deal are to be found in 
wartime Washington rather than in the proposals of progressive 
reformers. 


John Dewey, for one, took note in 1918 of “the social possibilities 
of war.” The American economy was controlled in a completely 
unprecedented fashion during World War I. The War Industries 
Board, when placed under the leadership of Wall Street speculator 
Bernard Baruch early in 1918, held extensive powers over business 
during the war. The WIB tightly regulated and managed the 
economy, achieving remarkable results that many observers 
believed were proof of the efficacy of a planned economy. 


Other precedents for New Deal actions are readily discernible in 
wartime practices. The National War Labor Board mediated labor 
conflicts. Workers were guaranteed the right to bargain collectively. 


Union membership increased by more than 40 percent between 
1915 and the Armistice, and real earnings for laborers increased a 
modest 4 percent during the same period. 


Major wars are sufficiently grave that orthodox thinkers are 
willing to suspend their dogma for the duration. Most American 
leaders who would not consider having an unbalanced budget in 
peacetime saw no alternative during the war. About half of the more 
than $32 billion cost of the war was met by borrowing. The rest was 
paid for through sharply increased taxes, including levies on 
corporate profits and a sharply graduated income tax (the latter 
made possible by the ratification of the Sixteenth Amendment in 
1913). All of these wartime precedents were rummaged through for 
useful ideas when a different but equally momentous crisis had to 
be faced more than a decade later. 


The fanatical patriotism of World War I left a legacy that would 
play an important part in the decade ahead. The insistence on “100 
percent Americanism” helped turn many people against anything 
with a hint of “internationalism” about it. This included 
Communists, Catholics, and Jews, all of whom became prime targets 
of the new Ku Klux Klan. The Klan of the 1920s represented a carry- 
over of the intolerance and reaction against progressivism, the war, 
and internationalism that had become so popular in 1919-20. It 
cannot be blamed for creating these feelings. Indeed it was, like so 
much else in the twenties, a business dictated by the marketplace. 
Its organizers were interested in nothing so much as making money 
through the sale of memberships. It was organized rather like a 
modern fast-food franchise, but in this case the product was not 
hamburgers but hatred. Accordingly, the Klan had to be willing to 
be intolerant of anyone the potential consumers did not like. 
Basically it was: “You don’t like Group X? Well we don’t either. Join 
us.” This meant that while the KKK certainly exacerbated intergroup 
tensions in the twenties, it did not manufacture them. That a sizable 
part of the nation—principally in rural and small-town regions— 
continued for so long the passionate intolerance of the postwar 


period is closely related to another of the prominent realities of the 
twenties: the decline of rural America and its values. 


The war itself was the last and greatest example of the progressive 
spirit of sacrifice. It was a mood that dissolved rapidly after the war. 
But the progressive-wartime state of mind carried through one last 
sacrifice before it expired: the Eighteenth Amendment. Although the 
fact would be forgotten quickly in the twenties, prohibition enjoyed 
solid majority support when the amendment sailed through state 
legislatures to ratification in January 1919. “Prohibition,” The New 
York Times accurately observed, “seems to be the fashion, just as 
drinking once was.” 


By definition, fashions change. Few have changed more rapidly 
than this one. The shift of opinion on drinking was one of the more 
dramatic examples of how, by the fall of 1920, much of America 
had tired of the whole idea of self-sacrifice. The temper of the 
twenties was to be vastly different from what had gone before. 


Whenever the decade of the 1920s is mentioned, certain images 
come automatically to mind. Few periods are so clearly etched in 
the popular mind. It is difficult to think of the time as anything but 
the Roaring Twenties, the years of flappers, the Charleston, bathtub 
gin, petting parties, and the Stutz Bearcat. These were the days 
when America withdrew from the world and went into an orgy of 
self-indulgence. The decade has had more titles applied to it than 
any other similar time span in our history: the Jazz Age, the 
Prosperity Decade, the New Era, the Lost Generation, the Incredible 
Era, the Era of Excess, the Era of Wonderful Nonsense, the Dollar 
Decade, the Ballyhoo Years, and the Dry Decade. 


Historians have been harsh in their views of the twenties. Typical 
are the comments of Henry Steele Commager and Richard B. Morris, 
editors of the generally authoritative New American Nation Series, 
in their introduction to the series’ volume on the 1920s. “We think 
of the second and fourth decades of our century in positive terms, 
but of the third largely in negative,” they rightly say. “The mark of 
failure is heavy on these years.” “Not since the fateful decade of the 


1850’s,” Commager and Morris devastatingly conclude, “had there 
been so egregious a failure of leadership in American politics.” The 
reason for examining the decade, these noted historians suggest, is 
that “physicians study sickness rather than health.” 


The decade, though, was far more complex than the catchy names 
and flickering images suggest. It was a time of enormous contrasts. 
The staid, proper Puritan Calvin Coolidge was immensely popular in 
the age of the speakeasy and the rumble seat. It was a time of 
political conservatism and moral latitude, of great prosperity and 
grinding poverty. 

The complexity has been more difficult to perceive with the 
twenties than with other periods because that decade’s images are 
so sharp in the public mind. In view of what came after it, the Jazz 
Age took on the appearance of a carefree time. For some, this 
clouded hindsight with nostalgia; for others, it indicated a time in 
which the American people, and particularly their leaders, were 
treading water when they should have been swimming vigorously. 
Combining these images but emphasizing the latter, Malcolm 
Cowley remembered the twenties as “an easy, quick, adventurous 
age, good to be young in; and yet coming out of it one felt a sense of 
relief as on coming out of a room too full of talk and people into the 
sunlight of the winter streets.” 


For others who were young in the twenties, it has remained a 
golden age of freedom and opportunity, before the New Deal began 
to “ruin” the country. Most of us tend to have fond but distorted 
memories of the period of our youth. A generation now approaching 
middle age looks back on the 1950s as “Happy Days.” Ronald 
Reagan was twelve years old when Calvin Coolidge succeeded to the 
presidency. Reagan’s admiration for Coolidge remained 
undiminished nearly sixty years later when, in one of his first acts as 
president, Reagan ordered a portrait of Thomas Jefferson in the East 
Wing of the White House removed to make way for one of Coolidge. 
Four months after his own inauguration, President Reagan made it 
clear that Coolidge’s were the presidential shoes he most hoped to 
fill. Reagan publicly praised his tight-lipped predecessor for cutting 


“taxes four times.” During the Coolidge years, Reagan continued, 
“we had probably the greatest growth in prosperity that we’ve ever 
known.”6 


That President Reagan was overlooking what happened to 
“Coolidge Prosperity” less than eight months after Coolidge left 
office is plain. But the point here is that what Reagan—and, 
presumably, many if not most other Americans—remembers about 
the twenties is also misleading. The prosperity of the decade was 
real enough, yet it was anything but evenly spread. 


With the timely passing of Warren Harding in 1923, Calvin 
Coolidge came to power, or more accurately, power came to Calvin 
Coolidge. He used little of it, though. Irving Stone put it well: 
Coolidge “aspired to be the least President the country had ever 
had; he attained his desire.” As long as the nation prospered, few 
could argue with the Coolidge approach. Indeed, most people had 
no quarrel with it. “Coolidge’s signal fault,” biographer Donald 
McCoy has shrewdly observed, “was his pursuit of the policies 
approved by most Americans.” There may be some questions about 
why Coolidge was so reassuring to the American public, but there is 
no doubt that he was. 


The decline of Coolidge’s reputation was a result of the Great 
Depression that followed his nearly six-year presidency. His refusal 
to worry about the problems of the future, along with his complete 
deference to business, was perceived by people with the benefit of 
hindsight as causes of the economic collapse. “If you see ten 
troubles coming down the road,” Coolidge had said, “you can be 
sure that nine will run into the ditch before they reach you.” This 
attitude epitomized the twenties; the consequences it helped to 
produce were grim. In his obituary for Coolidge, H. L. Mencken 
guessed that the former President “would have responded to bad 
times precisely as he responded to good ones—that is, by pulling 
down the blinds, stretching his legs upon his desk, and snoozing 
away the lazy afternoons.” Mencken summed up the Coolidge years 
by saying: “There were no thrills while he reigned, but neither were 


there any headaches. He had no ideas, and he was not a nuisance.” 
Although President Coolidge’s policies were hardly the cause of the 
Depression, they made their contribution, and it would be difficult 
to disagree with Peter Levin’s conclusion that “Coolidge, the success 
of his times, is a failure in history.”” 


In his veneration of businessmen, Calvin Coolidge was wholly 
representative of his times. Business leaders emerged from the war 
with greatly enhanced reputations. They had “lost some of the 
tarnish of the muckraking era” because of the excellent performance 
of American industry in war production. It was ironic, though, that 
the success of war production came under strict government control. 
That success was, nevertheless, used as an argument that the 
economy should be governed by the marketplace and the wisdom of 
independent businessmen. 


The twenties cannot be comprehended without understanding 
that after two decades of reform sentiment, businessmen were once 
again in the saddle. But they were willing to be more flexible in the 
methods they used in dealing with workers, consumers, the general 
public, each other, and government. This attitude was reflected in a 
new vocabulary current among corporate leaders in the twenties. 
Such terms as “trusteeship,” “service,” “harmony,” “social 
responsibility,” “i enlightened entrepreneur,” 
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industrial statesman, 
and “industrial democracy” were heard frequently. “Welfare 
capitalism” was the order of the day. 


One of the primary aims of welfare capitalism was to keep the 
workers happy. Contented workers were better workers and, if they 
saw the paternalism of the company as the source of their well- 
being, they could be kept subservient. The critical point about the 
welfare capitalism programs is that they were given by employers to 
“their” workers. Enlightened corporate leaders provided their 
employees with recreational facilities, athletic teams, company 
picnics, reading rooms, housing, insurance plans, opportunities to 
purchase company stock, and other fringe benefits. Since one of 
management’s major problems was dealing with still unacculturated 


immigrants, many employers included “Americanization” programs 
(English and citizenship classes) among the benefits they offered 
employees. 


The experiment in corporate welfare collapsed early in the 
Depression, but it served to confirm among workers the idea that 
economic relations ought to be based on justice. When the 
Depression made it clear that business was not so benevolent, 
workers would seek their justice elsewhere. In the meantime, 
though, welfare capitalism seemed to be making great strides. It 
made even as unlikely a convert as former muckraker and later 
Communist Lincoln Steffens. “Big business in America,” Steffens 
wrote after the 1928 election, “is producing what the Socialists hold 
up as their goal: food, shelter, and clothing for all. You will see it 
during the Hoover administration.” 


Business was proclaiming a New Era of eternal prosperity and 
people were believing it. It was wonderful while it lasted, but he 
who prospers by claiming responsibility for good times is likely to 
be wiped out in hard times. Business was credited with everything 
good in the twenties; it was blamed for everything bad in the 
thirties. As deflated as the economy was in the Depression, it was 
not so deflated as the reputations of businessmen. They were, 
journalist Elmer Davis wrote in 1933, “about as thoroughly 
discredited as any set of false prophets in history, and most of them 
know it.” Herbert Hoover may have said it best: “The only trouble 
with capitalism is capitalists. They’re too damned greedy.”8 


From the end of the small depression of 1920-22 to the crash of 
October 1929, relatively few Americans would have dared to say 
such nasty things about capitalists. These, it seemed, were the 
biblical “seven years of great plenty.” What soon came to be known 
as Coolidge Prosperity was the greatest economic boom the world 
had yet seen. It was a time in which, economics writer Stuart Chase 
noted, the businessman had replaced “the statesman, the priest, the 
philosopher, as the creator of standards of ethics and behavior.” The 


businessman in the Coolidge years was “the final authority on the 
conduct of American society,” “the dictator of our destinies.” 


The priest was not merely replaced, the very Object of his worship 
was converted into a businessman. In the number-one best-seller of 
1925 and 1926, The Man Nobody Knows, advertising executive Bruce 
Barton related how Jesus had “picked up twelve men from the 
bottom ranks of business and forged them into an organization that 
conquered the world.” Christ was “the founder of modern business.” 
“The parable of the Good Samaritan,” Barton pointed out to his 
readers, “is the greatest advertisement of all time.” The worship of 
business verged on the literal. “The man who builds a factory,” 
President Coolidge intoned, presumably with his usual straight face, 
“Duilds a temple, the man who works there worships there.” And on 
it went. Moses was said to have “appointed himself ad-writer for 
Deity.” 

It is not surprising that professional advertisers most often 
brought together business and religion. Those who wanted to 
market a product had, of course, to persuade consumers that it 
would do them some good. Advertisers planted and then harvested 
fears. Ads informed women that “health authorities ... tell us that 
disease germs are everywhere.” Fortunately, Lysol was available to 
protect the children. Another ad played upon the fear of mothers 
that they might not succeed. A “famous scientist” said: “Tell me 
what your children eat and I will show you the kind of men and 
women they will be!” Grape-Nuts were the solution. "Twas admen 
that taught consumers’ hearts to fear, and admen their fears 
relieved. 


The growing power of advertising in the 1920s reflected more 
than the resurgence of business dominance. It was a sign of a 
fundamental change in the economy. The nation’s industries had 
seemingly conquered the age-old problems of production. John 
Stuart Mill had expressed the nineteenth-century economic view 
when he said “if we can only produce enough, consumption will 
take care of itself.” He was wrong. The key to the economy was now 
consumption. To stimulate sufficient consumption, advertising was 


essential. “We grew up founding our dreams on the infinite promises 
of American advertising,” Zelda Fitzgerald later recalled. “I still 
believe that one can learn to play the piano by mail and that mud 
will give you a perfect complexion.” Old habits of thrift and 
sacrifice, deeply ingrained in early stages of industrialism, now were 
to be altered, if not reversed, and advertisers would be the 
instructors in the new ways. All the virtues of the age of scarcity 
were now questioned. Even before the war some advanced thinkers 
were spelling out the new values that would win far more converts 
in the twenties. “The non-saver is now a higher type than the 
saver,” economist Simon Patten wrote in 1907, “I tell my students to 
spend all they have and borrow more and spend that. It is foolish for 
persons to scrimp and save.” Advertisers spread this new consumer 
ethic widely in the prosperity decade: Don’t tighten our belts, loosen 
them—the more we spend the more prosperous we'll be. Many 
Americans brought up on the old virtues converted to consumerism 
in the twenties. 


The relationship between expanding consumption and prosperity 
in the 1920s is clear. Productivity increased astronomically. 
Between 1920 and 1929 output per person-hour soared upward by 
63 percent. If the economy was to stay afloat, someone had to buy 
these products. Many of them were new. Starting from a tiny base in 
1922, sales of radios had increased by 1400 percent by 1929. There 
was a Similar, if not quite so spectacular, explosion in sales of such 
household appliances as vacuum cleaners, electric irons, 
refrigerators, and washing machines. Such new industries helped 
greatly in producing the economic boom of the decade. 


But no product was more representative of the mass consumption 
culture of the twenties than the automobile. Much of the twenties’ 
prosperity was directly related to this industry. Between 1919 and 
1929 the number of motorcars in the United States leaped from 
fewer than 7 million to more than 23 million. It was during the 
1920s that the automobile became a “necessity” for Americans.? 


The greatest seeming paradox of the 1920s centers on the 
attitudes of Americans toward “new” things. The decade’s love of 
newness was hardly unique in United States history. We have 
always placed a premium on anything new. We were a new country 
in a new world, a new people, and we have seen such curiosities as 
a New Freedom, a New Nationalism, a New Deal, a New Frontier, a 
—or rather, many—New Souths, a New Left, a New Right, 
innumerable New Nixons, at least two New Federalisms, and even a 
New Conservatism. Manufacturers of well-established products feel 
constrained every few years to advertise them as “new, improved,” 
or with “new ingredient X-17.” 


This persistent American affair with novelty reached special 
heights in the 1920s, the New Era. It was an age in which one fad 
displaced another with astonishing rapidity: mah-jongg, crossword 
puzzles, the teachings of Emile Coué, the wearing of open galoshes 
(which gave us the term “flappers” for those who wore them—a 
name that far outlasted the fad), marathon dancing, flagpole sitting. 
Each burned briefly, only to be replaced by another. A fad could 
move from “new” to passé in a matter of months. Being new was not 
enough; what was sought was the newest of the new. 


Technologically also, the decade was a New Era. Henry Ford put 
it simply: “Machinery is the new Messiah.” To prove his assertion, 
Ford perfected his assembly line to the point where, at the end of 
October 1925, a car came off the end of the line every 10 seconds, 
with a total of 9575 autos produced in a single day. By 1929 the 
ratio of cars to people in the United States was 1:5, and one-third of 
the nation’s homes were equipped with radios. Inventions that had 
seemed impossible within the living memory of much of the 
population came quickly to be seen as necessities. Obviously, new 
was better than old. 


Or was it so obvious? This same era of newness saw Warren 
Harding achieve the biggest landslide victory the nation had yet 
experienced by promising a return to normalcy. The Klan thrived by 
defending the old morality. And surely there was nothing “new” 
about Calvin Coolidge. 


Some aspects of the New Era were not as pleasing as others. The 
new technology appeared to be beneficial, but many were not so 
sure about the new morality. Young and urban Americans seemed 
especially to be gripped by new ideas that were upsetting to their 
older and more rural fellow citizens. New gadgets might be one 
thing, but a New Woman was quite another. (What, after all, was 
wrong with the old one?) 


Here again we are on ground that spreads throughout American 
history and is not peculiar to the 1920s. It is the clash between old 
and new values, between farm and city, between the garden and the 
machine. But this recurrent clash reached a particular crescendo in 
the 1920s. The revolutions in technology and morals came on top of 
the finding of the 1920 census that for the first time the nation’s 
urban population exceeded the number of rural residents. Although 
the statistics are rather misleading, since the census classified as 
“urban” anyone living in a community of 2500 or more residents, 
the conclusion was in its own way as great a shock as had been the 
finding of the 1890 census that the frontier had closed. American 
values since before Jefferson had been rural values. What would 
happen now? 


To many horrified Americans of traditional beliefs, the answer 
was all-too-apparent in the actions of the young people of the Jazz 
Age, especially the women. It was always expected that boys would 
be boys, and since they would be irresponsible, women had to 
assume, as The Atlantic stated in 1920, “the entire responsibility of 
the human race.” But now young ladies—if that was the appropriate 
word—were beginning to smoke (some even in public), drink 
alcoholic beverages, wear rouge, lipstick, and daringly short skirts, 
bob their hair, ride in automobiles with men, use strong language, 
and engage—with men to whom they were not even engaged—in 
such unspeakable practices as kissing and ... who could be sure 
what else? “Gazing at the young women of the period,” historian 
Paula Fass has said, “the traditionalist saw the end of American 
civilization as he had known it.” The president of the University of 
Florida verbalized the fears of many: “The low-cut gowns, the rolled 


hose and short skirts are born of the Devil and his angels, and are 
carrying the present and future generations to chaos and 
destruction.” 


Farmers and small-town residents, long accustomed to being 
hailed as the backbone of the nation, now found themselves 
ridiculed as hayseeds and hicks. An urban-industrial society that 
they neither liked nor understood was engulfing them. In the early 
twenties, farmers saw the last bulwarks of their values being 
attacked. Theirs was not the world of speakeasies, petting parties, 
rosary beads, or bagels. To rural Americans the city was the center 
of sin. It was associated with all evils: crime, prostitution, Catholics, 
Jews, immigrants, bootlegging, alcohol, Wall Street, and everything 
else that was wrong with America. And, adding insult to injury, the 
cities were rapidly attracting the sons and daughters of the Middle 
Border, thus corrupting the last hope for the future. 


Rural America seemed to be making its last stand in the twenties 
(actually its values would often be heard again). The struggle might 
be hopeless, but it must be carried on. It was a many-fronted war. 
The Ku Klux Klan and rural churches provided the foot soldiers. 
Such politicians as William Gibbs McAdoo and the aged William 
Jennings Bryan offered their skills as general officers. Battles took 
place on the fields of both sides, from New York City to Dayton, 
Tennessee. 


The clearest sign that the old, rural values were on the defensive 
was that their champions began enacting laws to uphold the old 
ways. If the old morality worked properly, it would be self- 
enforcing; no laws would be needed. Turning to the law was an 
admission of defeat. A bill introduced in the Utah legislature in 
1921 would fine and imprison persons (presumably females) who 
were caught in public wearing “skirts higher than three inches 
above the ankle.” A proposed Ohio law would prohibit the sale of 
any “garment which unduly displays or accentuates the lines of the 
female figure.” The Ladies’ Home Journal called for the “legal 
prohibition” of jazz dancing. Numerous books and plays were 


banned in Boston—and elsewhere. And several states passed laws 
prohibiting the teaching of the theory of evolution. 


To see the values conflict of the twenties merely as a struggle 
between groups, however, is to miss its most important aspect. The 
apparent paradox of a decade of loving everything “new” and Calvin 
Coolidge at the same time would be no paradox at all if we were 
dealing with distinct groups, one committed to the old and the other 
to the new. But in fact the tension between stability and change 
often took place within individuals. Here Henry Ford was the 
representative American of the 1920s. No one did more than he to 
destroy the old rural America, yet he continually tried to escape 
from the age he did so much to create. “It was,” Ford affirmed in his 
autobiography, “an evil day when the village flour mill 
disappeared.” He attempted to recreate the old world at his 
Greenfield Village, a replicated nineteenth-century farming 
community. There he employed a blacksmith, a cobbler, and a 
glassblower. 


The irony goes even deeper. Henry Ford had gotten into tinkering 
with machines as a boy because he despised farm work. Here was 
the apotheosis of the American love-hate relationship with both 
farm and city. Ford did his best to try to reconcile the two, and to 
convince himself that his lifework had not really been destructive of 
the lifestyle he professed to favor. “You can’t fix a dead horse with a 
monkey wrench,” the nature-loving industrialist observed. “Unless 
we know more about machines and their use ...,” he said, trying to 
persuade himself as much as others, “we cannot have time to enjoy 
the trees and the birds, the flowers and green fields.” Ford went so 
far as to promote village industries at the same time he was building 
the enormous River Rouge plant. The ultimate symbol of his 
ambivalence, though, must have been the seventy-six-unit “bird 
hotel” he constructed at his estate. Each apartment was equipped 
with an electric heater and other mechanical devices.10 


In times of rapid change—newfangled contraptions, new morality, 
new women—old values take on a new importance; they give people 


something to which they can cling. Thus Americans held fast to 
Calvin Coolidge, the security blanket of the 1920s. 


If American farmers were roaring in the twenties, it was not in the 
same sense of the word that is usually connected with the decade. 
While other sectors of the economy recovered from the collapse of 
1920-22, in agriculture that depression continued on until it 
blended into a new one at the end of the decade. Farm prices fell to 
a much greater extent than did the cost of industrial products. The 
relationship between the prices of farm and nonfarm commodities 
determines the welfare of farmers. In 1922 the farmer was at a 19 
percent disadvantage compared to the price relationship that had 
prevailed in 1913. The gap narrowed only slightly over the rest of 
the decade. The nation’s farm families, representing some 22 
percent of the American people in 1920, received 15 percent of the 
national income in that year. Eight years later, farm families 
accounted for only 9 percent of national income. In 1929 annual per 
capita income of farm persons was $273; the average for all 
Americans was $750. 


It seems significant that as the major economic group which 
shared least in the prosperity, farmers remained the most committed 
to “progressive” programs in the 1920s. The farm bloc pushed for 
government intervention, redistributive (in the direction of farmers, 
of course) taxation, and government waterpower projects. 


Industrial workers found a bit more to roar about in the twenties 
than farmers did, but not much. For most working-class families in 
the decade, labor historian Irving Bernstein has said, “the 
appropriate metallic symbol may be nickel or copper or perhaps 
even tin, but certainly not gold.” At first glance, workers seem to 
have shared in the decade’s new material abundance. Many 
obtained cars, radios, and other trappings of at least modest 
prosperity. But despite surface appearances, the American economy 
of the 1920s was seriously out of balance, and workers as well as 
farmers bore the brunt of the cost of the maladjustments. In 
Middletown, their classic study of a “typical” middle American city 


(Muncie, Indiana), Robert and Helen Lynd found that work was very 
unsteady in “good times” as well as bad. In the prosperous year of 
1923, more than one-quarter of a sample of Muncie workers had 
been laid off, 15 percent for more than one month. During the first 
three-quarters of 1924, when “times were bad,” 62 percent of the 
same workers had been out of work, 43 percent for a month or more 
out of nine. 


National unemployment figures cannot be stated accurately 
because government statistics were not collected on the subject. 
Estimates of nationwide unemployment at the height of Coolidge 
Prosperity vary from 5.2 percent to 13 percent. The class difference 
in views of the problem can be seen in Muncie. The wife of a 
prominent businessman stated the upper-class view: “I believe that 
anyone who really tries can get work of some kind.” When jobs 
were scarce, though, Muncie workers became very fearful. 


The conditions under which many Americans labored in the 
twenties are often obscured by the surface image of general 
prosperity. In 1929 the American wage earner had a _ longer 
workweek than did his counterpart in other industrialized nations. 
The American enjoyed almost no protection against the constant 
specter of unemployment. All the nations of Western Europe had 
gone further than the United States in acknowledging public 
responsibility in this area. By 1929 the United States stood with two 
underdeveloped countries, China and India, as the only major 
nations allowing women and children to work at night. 


All of this said, however, it should not be concluded that 
prosperity had no effect on workers in the twenties. Despite the 
inequities, the material well-being of workers who had jobs was 
improving. “Ownership of a Model T,” Irving Bernstein points out, 
“even if shared with the finance company, was more than 
entertaining: it inclined one to accept things as they were.” 
Industrial workers were generally persuaded that they had never 
had it so good. “Falling prices and fuller employment,” as E. P. 
Thompson has observed of a similarly prosperous period in England 
a century before, tend to “take the edge off” worker anger. 


By 1923 unions had lost nearly 1.5 million members, a decline of 
almost 30 percent from the 1920 high. The loss of union 
membership during hard times was not unexpected. This was the 
usual pattern. What was unusual about the status of unionism in the 
twenties was that unions failed to regain members when prosperity 
returned. In the greatest period of prosperity the United States had 
yet known, union membership stagnated and even declined a bit, 
hitting a low for the decade in 1929. It was the first period of 
prosperity in American history during which unions failed to 
increase their membership. There were several reasons for this 
reversal of form. Most important was that the prosperity was based 
principally upon increased productivity resulting from automated, 
assembly-line manufacturing. The number of person-hours worked 
fell by 7 percent between 1920 and 1929. This meant that despite 
the prosperity unemployment continued to be a problem. The 
persistent labor surplus made it difficult for workers to organize. 
The usual aspect of prosperity most helpful for unions—plentiful 
jobs—was absent during the twenties. 11! 


If Calvin Coolidge himself made little use of his office, the same 
could not be said of his two leading Cabinet members, Herbert 
Hoover and Andrew Mellon. Hoover was, one contemporary 
quipped, “Secretary of Commerce and Undersecretary of all other 
departments.” He provided much assistance for business. Hoover’s 
role, though, seemed to be less important than that of Mellon, the 
Pittsburgh banker and industrial magnate who was secretary of the 
Treasury in the administrations of all three Republican presidents of 
the twenties. One of the richest men in America, Mellon strived 
unstintingly toward his major goal: the reduction of the tax 
“burden” on the rich. Until 1926 progressives in Congress were able 
to block Mellon’s most generous proposals for his own class. Of 
Mellon’s bill Senator George Norris said without much exaggeration, 
“Mr. Mellon himself gets a larger personal reduction than the 
aggregate of practically all the taxpayers in the state of Nebraska.” 
Under Mellon’s Revenue Act of 1926, a person with an annual 


income of $1 million had his taxes lowered from more than 
$600,000 to less than $200,000. Mellon’s own income was 
considerably higher, and he benefited even more from his own 
program. Small taxpayers received minimal reductions. Nor did 
Mellon’s munificence end there. He and the few people in his 
income bracket also enjoyed clandestine administrative refunds of 
taxes. Mellon was generous in granting tax credits, abatements, and 
refunds. Between 1921 and 1929 (when his activities were exposed 
by House Speaker John Nance Garner), $3.5 billion was granted to 
corporations and individuals friendly to the Republican party. 


In the twenties, however, helping the rich was not a partisan 
issue. Pierre S. du Pont, president of E. I. du Pont de Nemours & Co., 
was—for understandable reasons—of the opinion that the rich 
should not bear the burden of taxation. Taxes, Du Pont reasoned, 
ought to be paid by the working class, not the “productive” class 
(which he defined as large employers). This view was shared by 
John J. Raskob, an executive of Du Pont, General Motors, and other 
corporations. In seeking a way to bring about their objective, these 
two eminent gentlemen, along with some wealthy associates, hit 
upon a brilliant scheme. They would seize control of the Democratic 
party and commit it to the repeal of prohibition. When this was 
achieved, they would place a tax on beer, the workingman’s drink. 
Estimates indicated that such a levy could raise $1.3 billion. This 
would allow a further 50 percent cut in corporate and individual 
taxes. In short, Du Pont and friends would give workers beer, and 
with it they would also give them half the tax burden of the rich. It 
seemed to them to be a reasonable trade-off. 


New York Governor Al Smith became the instrument of the Du 
Pont plan. When Smith won the 1928 Democratic presidential 
nomination, he named Raskob—who listed his occupation for Who’s 
Who as “capitalist’-—as chairman of the Democratic National 
Committee. Interestingly, Raskob had been up until that time a 
Republican. Despite Smith’s loss to Hoover, Raskob owned the 
Democratic National Committee for the next four years. He and the 
Du Ponts still hoped to put their plan into effect in 1932. 


Thus by the end of the twenties, Raskob seemed to be close to the 
mark when he said the only difference between the two parties was 
that the Democrats were wet and the Republicans were dry. He 
might have added that Republicans favored shifting taxes from the 
rich to the poor by means of a national sales tax (an idea that 
Mellon had been pushing since 1920), while the Democrats would 
try to achieve the same end by taxing beer. The conservative era 
had reached its zenith—or its nadir, depending upon one’s point of 
view. 12 
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than about its results. Some notion of the relative lack of 

attention to the Depression’s causes can be seen in statements 
made by two of those scholars who have tackled the subject. “As a 
year,” John Kenneth Galbraith wrote in the early fifties, “1929 has 
always been peculiarly the property of economists.” Two decades 
later Peter Temin asserted that “economists have—with a few 
prominent exceptions—left the study of the Depression to others.” If 
the origins of the Depression are the special province of economists 


} ar less has been written about the origins of the Depression 


and they have left its study to others, it is apparent that the topic 
has not received its due. 


Not that there is any dearth of explanations of the Depression’s 
causes. The question of what brought on this worst economic 
catastrophe in our history is, naturally, one that cries for an answer. 
Being one whose economic philosophy leans toward emphasis on 
demand, I am pleased to point out that the strong demand for an 
explanation of the Depression’s causes has called forth an abundant 
supply. There is, it should be clear, no contradiction between the 
existence of a bumper crop of theories and a relative paucity of 
careful study of the subject. “When people are least sure,” as 
Galbraith has noted, “they are often most dogmatic.” In a 
contemporary assessment, W. W. Kiplinger said: “The amazing 
lesson from this depression is that no one knows much about the 
real causes of ANYTHING.” 


More than a half century after the fact, there is no consensus on 
what caused the Great Depression. One of the principal reasons is 
that explanations of that increasingly ancient calamity are generally 
tied tightly to one’s socioeconomic philosphy and, hence, to current 
political questions. Although there are many variations and nuances, 
“liberal” interpretations differ from “conservative” and “radical” 
explanations. 


The debate over what produced the Great Depression is, however, 
not simply a convenient political weapon. It is far more serious. Our 
conclusions concerning the causes of the last depression greatly 
influence our attempts to prevent a new one and our economic 
policies intended to bring about sustained prosperity. The policies of 
the Reagan administration, for instance, are based at least in part on 
the “supply-side” view of the Depression’s causes. In the liberal or 
Keynesian view, some of these same policies are precisely the ones 
that brought about the Depression. 


Twice in recent years The Wall Street Journal has polled leading 
economists on the prospects of another Great Depression. The first 
such survey, conducted in connection with the fiftieth anniversary 
of the Panic of 1929, found a virtually unanimous opinion that 


nothing like a repeat of the Depression of the thirties was likely to 
happen “anytime soon.” In the spring of 1982 that opinion held, but 
not nearly as firmly as it had less than three years earlier. Galbraith 
demonstrated the importance of interpretations of the causes of the 
Depression when he said: “Reagan is putting up a notable effort to 
have another Great Depression.” Galbraith still doubted in early 
1982 that the President would succeed in that effort. Still, it is clear 
that the growing fear of a new depression—some insisted the nation 
was already in one by the end of 1982—has made analysis of the 
origins of the last one a subject of intense interest. 


Interpretations of the causes of the greatest economic collapse in 
the history of the industrial world divide into categories based on 
various criteria. One distinction is between those who seek to lay 
the blame on, or at least attach primary importance to, a single 
cause, and those who maintain that no one factor was responsible. A 
second split occurs between those who see the major problems 
originating within the United States and those who find the 
underlying causes abroad. A third basis for dividing interpretations 
of the Depression concerns fundamental economic philosophy. 
Those who now call themselves “supply-siders” see very different 
causes of the collapse from those we might broadly identify as 
“demand-siders.” Perhaps a fourth division should be added—most 
observers believe that human errors of some sort caused the 
Depression and so it was avoidable. But some insist that it was 
inevitable, the result of the operation of inexorable business cycles. 
Although each of these divisions is important, they cut across each 
other. That is, someone who insists on a single primary cause might 
locate that cause at home or abroad, and might favor either a 
supply- or a demand-side explanation. 


I offer a particular interpretation in the context of a narrative of 
the events leading up to the collapse. A few other theories demand 
comment because they are the most influential. 


Among the simplest and, in some respects, most beguiling 
explanations of the Depression is the “law of compensation.” In 
biblical terms, the seven fat years of “Coolidge Prosperity” had to be 


followed—and paid for—by seven lean years. (Unfortunately, the 
lean years turned out to be seven-cumeleven.) Although this notion 
that bad times must alternate with good, or the related concept that 
the economy needs to “rest” periodically, has the attraction of 
obviating the need for any real explanation, it is easily enough 
disposed of. We have enjoyed much longer periods of relative 
prosperity since World War II, and the idea that the economy 
needed to rest is sheer nonsense. Unemployed workers were quickly 
more rested than they wanted to be, and most factories and 
machinery of the nation were in good condition, not in need of 
repair. A deeper explanation must be sought. 


Milton Friedman and Anna Schwartz have provided one 
possibility. As part of their larger monetarist argument that 
prosperity is dependent upon the size of the money supply, they 
contend that the Great Depression was triggered by a “mild decline 
in the money stock from 1929 to 1930.” The collapse, they say, 
broadened and deepened when “a wave of bank failures beginning 
in 1930” further contracted the money supply. The problem, they 
insist, was not that lack of confidence inhibited businessmen from 
borrowing, but that insufficient money was available. It was not that 
the horse would not drink, but that there were not enough watering 
holes to which he could be led. This monetarist explanation cannot 
be ignored. It can be refuted, though. Charles Kindleberger, in his 
overview of The World in Depression, rejected the unicausal 
monetarist interpretation. Peter Temin went further and 
demonstrated that the facts plainly do not support the contention of 
a shrinking money supply from 1929 to 1931. Interest rates declined 
and so did prices, the latter more sharply than the reduction of the 
money supply, hence the real money supply was actually growing 
slightly. 

Herbert Hoover, who had some personal interest in the outcome 
of the analysis, put forward the classic statement of the school that 
places responsibility in Europe. In his Memoirs, Hoover flatly stated 
that it “was not the fact” that “the American stock-market slump 
pulled down the world.” Instead, Hoover found the original source 


of the Depression in World War I. The Wall Street Crash, the former 
President admitted, had caused “a normal recession.” But the “great 
center of the storm was Europe.” Hoover specifically pointed his 
finger at the European financial collapse of 1931 as the culprit that 
turned the “recession” into the Great Depression. Although I do not 
agree with this interpretation, it should not be dismissed out of 
hand. The Depression was, after all, a worldwide phenomenon. The 
causes Hoover cited may have played a role, even if they also served 
the purpose of absolving him. 


Others, such as economist Paul Samuelson, have found the origins 
of the Depression in “a series of historical accidents.” A species of 
this genus, sired by Joseph Schumpeter, holds that the Great 
Depression was the consequence of the unfortunate coincidence of 
several different types of economic cycles reaching their low points 
simultaneously. These cycles include the fifty-year “super” business 
wave detected in the 1920s by Russian economist Nikolai 
Kondratiev, as well as a “normal” nine-year business cycle and a 
short-range inventory cycle. All this may be statistically correct, but 
it is hardly satisfying to the historical appetite. If there were 
“accidents” we need to explore them carefully; if there is anything 
to the idea of economic cycles, we must nonetheless examine the 
particulars of what happened in 1929 and subsequent years. 


Undoubtedly the most prevalent view of the causes of the 
Depression has been that which focuses upon a decline in spending 
—that is, in consumption, investment, or both. John Maynard 
Keynes gave this interpretation its definitive expression. With 
various modifications it has been endorsed by Alvin Hansen, 
Thomas Wilson, J. K. Galbraith, and a host of others. With further 
modifications, this interpretation forms the foundation for my 
analysis. 


One thing most of the theories have in common is that they are 
based more on impressionistic evidence than hard data. They 
assume their conclusions and then explain the Depression on the 
basis of their assumptions. Only in the last decade or so have 
attempts been made to approach the problem of the Depression’s 


origins through more scientific methods. Just as more careful 
statistical analyses of the Depression have begun to emerge, 
however, there has been a resurgence in the popularity of the 
original classical economic view of the nature of the Depression. 
This is odd, since the latest versions of the old free-market 
viewpoint are strictly unscientific, seat-of-the-pants observations. 
Because of the influence this “supply-side” interpretation has had 
upon American economic policy in the 1980s, it deserves 
examination in some detail.! 


American industrialization in the late nineteenth century was 
accomplished with little government planning. The _ rapid 
development of the United States was taken as the ultimate proof of 
the political economy of Adam Smith. Although much of what had 
been accomplished in the nation had been the result of cooperative 
efforts, by the 1920s reverence for the freely operating marketplace 
was high. America’s plan for prosperity was planlessness—the Adam 
Smith notion that individual greed and striving led to collective 
harmony; the “invisible hand” guided all free-market activity. 


Most Americans in positions of authority, whether in business or 
government, were devout believers in old-time economics when the 
Depression began. Their faith was so strong that it would not have 
been surprising to hear them joining in a hymn that went something 
like: 


Give me that old-time economics, 
Give me that old-time economics, 

It was good enough for Bill McKinley, 
And that’s good enough for me. 


Such men—few of them were of any other gender—literally took 
their economics as a matter of faith. They worshiped the 
marketplace as a god who moved in mysterious ways. He was a 
generally benevolent god, but he could also be a god of vengeance. 
Just as such “acts of God” as violent weather could not be 
controlled, neither could the economic storms that the marketplace 


sent our way. Only fools would try to bring the economy under 
human control and prevent such storms. 


“So long as business activity goes on,” Albert Wiggin, chairman of 
the Chase National Bank, told a Senate committee in 1931, “we are 
bound to have conditions of crisis once in so often.” The committee 
chairman, Robert M. La Follette, Jr., then asked Wiggin if he 
thought “the capacity for human suffering is unlimited.” “I think 
so,” the banker replied. (It later came out, we might mention in 
passing, that during the fall of 1929, Wiggin used more than $6 
million of Chase funds to finance an operation in which he sold 
short some 42,506 shares of stock in his own bank. In the process, 
while so many were being wiped out by the Crash, Wiggin netted 
the not inconsiderable profit of $4,008,538 from the decline in the 
value of Chase stock. The limits of his own capacity for suffering 
were not severely tested.) 


Wiggin’s view of the inevitable nature of depressions contrasted 
sharply with the glowing New Era forecasts of a few years before. 
Yet most “conservative” businessmen espoused such interpretations 
of the collapse. It was a period of chastisement. Americans had been 
extravagant in the twenties. “Now the piper would be paid his due.” 
It might even be a blessing, a time of “beneficial readjustment.” 
Andrew Mellon told Hoover that “a panic was not altogether a bad 
thing.” “It will purge the rottenness out of the system,” the Treasury 
secretary declared. “People will work harder, live a more moral life. 
Values will be adjusted, and enterprising people will pick up the 
wrecks from less competent people.” Still, as Gilbert Seldes pointed 
out, “no one ever proposed to continue the depression in order to 
continue its benefits.” 


It is worth noting that most of those who were prepared to face 
the Depression with equanimity or saw it as a potentially healthy 
development were men of means. Wiggin and Mellon—like their 
counterparts in more recent times—were in a position to advocate 
liquidation, to suggest that it was time to bite the bullet. One 
assumes that they personally found more palatable fare. Those who, 
according to the conservative view, paid the price for the past 


extravagance were too often those who were entirely innocent of 
those excesses. 


The initial reaction to the Depression among many was to “sit and 
wait with folded hands.” “The great advantage of allowing nature to 
take her course,” economics writer Stuart Chase noted in 1932, “is 
that it obviates thought.” That may have been sufficient to 
recommend the course of inaction to comfortable folk, but as the 
Depression worsened, the do-nothing approach came to be totally 
discredited. Not only did the collapse expose men who worshiped 
the god of the marketplace to ridicule, but it also severely 
undermined classical economics. Since the discipline had not 
predicted the Crash, could not explain the Depression, and offered 
no way out other than waiting till it was over, most people began to 
look elsewhere for their economic theories. Eric Hobsbawm’s 
characterization of the economic illiteracy of British leaders during 
the Depression, while perhaps a bit harsh, can be applied as well to 
their American counterparts: “Never did a ship founder with a 
captain and a crew more ignorant of the reasons for its misfortune 
or more impotent to do anything about it.” The Depression’s 
devastating impact on classical economics was so great that old-time 
economics remained in disfavor for most of the half century after 
1929. There were always adherents of the old laissez-faire doctrine, 
and sometimes they even managed to make one of their sect a 
Republican presidential nominee. But until the 1970s there was 
something slightly disreputable, in an intellectual as well as a social 
context, about being an out-and-out laissez-faire advocate. If the 
adherents of this creed were ever to emerge from their catacombs 
and win more votes than Barry Goldwater did in 1964, they would 
have to find some way to explain the Depression on their own 
terms. The need was admitted by one of those who took up the 
quest. In attempting to write a book based on a revival of classical 
political economy, Jude Wanniski of The Wall Street Journal said, “it 
was necessary that I somehow demonstrate that the Crash of 1929 
was consistent with classical theory.” 


When one sets out looking for evidence with which to support a 
preconceived theory, it is not surprising if he finds it. Nor is it 
particularly surprising that the evidence seems rather strained to the 
nonbeliever. What may be somewhat more astonishing, though, is 
the vehemence with which such a proselytizer is willing to push his 
scanty grounds for belief. One might assume that a writer in the 
1970s who refers to Mussolini as “a conservative” has a gift for 
understatement. Such, alas, is not the case with Wanniski when it 
comes to advancing his unicausal explanation of the Depression or 
his faith in the Laffer Curve. More revealing of Wanniski’s attitude 
might be his reference to children as “human capital.” 


To begin at the beginning, the reborn “supply-side” advocates of 
today are basing their beliefs on Say’s Law. Jean Baptiste Say, an 
early nineteenth-century popularizer of classical economics, asserted 
that “a product created offers, from that instant, a market for other 
commodities to the full total of its value.” More recently, supply- 
side guru George Gilder has had his children going around the 
house reciting: “Supply creates its own demand.” On one level, these 
assertions are true enough. But in the way they are meant by 
modern “supply-siders” they amount to nonsense. If the assertion 
means that whenever something is produced that someone else is 
willing and able to buy, purchasing power equivalent to the price 
the second party will pay is created, of course this is true. Indeed, it 
is axiomatic. It could be restated: When something of value is 
created, value is created. To go beyond this, however, and suggest 
that “if we can only produce enough, consumption will take care of 
itself,” is to go too far. It implies that no matter what we produce, in 
no matter what quantity, there will be a demand for it (at some 
price). This is absurd. The demand for many products is inelastic— 
and for some it does not exist. The answer supply-siders would give 
to this is that they are speaking of the economy as a whole and they 
mean that once something is produced the producer has gained the 
wherewithal to buy something else, so the whole economy ought to 
stay in balance. Unfortunately, this is not so either. The demand 
side, the question of distribution, cannot be ignored. This, in fact, 


was a large part of the problem in the late twenties. Too much of 
the value of what was being produced (and, hence, the effective 
demand) was going into too few pockets. This did not create a 
sufficient demand for the items the mass production economy was 
turning out. 


To argue that supply creates its own demand is also to remove the 
role of advertising in creating demand. Advertising often creates its 
own demand, but supply does not. If we confine ourselves to 
demand in the economic sense—effective demand (desire backed by 
ability to buy)—it would be closer to the truth (although not 
entirely accurate) to say that demand creates its own supply. 


But we get ahead of ourselves. The supply-side interpretation of 
the Depression must be addressed before we get into our own. Jude 
Wanniski and his supply-side coreligionists worship, like the rich 
men of the 1920s, at the altar of laissez faire. In his book The Way 
the World Works, Wanniski sees the free market as the ultimate in 
democracy. Through its workings, the “global electorate” exercises 
its franchise. The parliament of this global electorate, it appears, is 
the New York Stock Exchange, which doubles as its Kaaba. This may 
strike some as an unusual place to associate with democracy, but 
one must understand that votes are apportioned among the global 
electorate on a basis slightly different from the famous Baker v. Carr 
ruling. In the marketplace electorate, votes are distributed by the 
formula of one dollar, one vote, or perhaps, $100,000, one vote. 


The stock market, Wanniski insists, is a “great, sensitive brain” 
governed by market forces in such a way that stocks can never be 
“overpriced” or “under-priced,” but “at any moment, the market is 
fully priced.” Such a view is not a scientific observation, but a 
statement of dogma. It sounds rather like Rousseau’s mystical 
concept of the General Will: “The Sovereign, merely by virtue of 
what it is, is always what it should be.” 


Starting with revealed truth, Wanniski faced the task of finding a 
way to make the Depression conform. Since the market is supposed 
to work properly if left alone, the Crash meant, ipso facto, that there 
had been government interference. In Arthur Laffer’s terminology, 


government interference takes a “wedge”—a slice of the pie of 
private transactions. Wanniski’s job was to show that the Crash had 
been caused by the entrance of a wider “wedge” into the free 
economy. Wedges are usually taxes and regulations. Thanks to 
Andrew Mellon, Calvin Coolidge, and friends, these were not 
expanding in the late twenties. Hence the persistent problem for 
classical economists in explaining the Depression on their terms. 


In 1977, Wanniski found the long-sought deus ex machina: the 
Hawley-Smoot tariff of June 1930. It had been there all along, of 
course, but was not on stage at the proper time. Practically everyone 
had agreed that the tariff increase was a terrible mistake and had 
made the worldwide Depression worse. It seemed impossible, 
though, to blame the crash of October 1929 on a law that was not 
enacted until eight months later. But Wanniski found a coincidence 
between some of the big drops in the stock market in 1929 and key 
Senate votes indicating that low tariff forces would be defeated. 


One can readily imagine the thrill that Wanniski must have felt at 
finding the Grail. It is understandable that he allowed himself to be 
carried away with his enthusiasm. Yet on more sober examination 
his discovery, while interesting, seems less meaningful. If, as 
Wanniski insists, the market is “a great sensitive brain” that is 
guided by the perceptions—or “votes”—of masses of investors, it is 
hard to see how it could have responded so dramatically to 
information that went almost unnoticed at the time. As Wanniski 
himself says, “not a word appeared in the press making note of the 
remarkable coincidence” of a key tariff vote and the big drop of 
stock prices in the last hour of trading on October 23. He makes no 
mention of any words in the press about the similar remarkable 
coincidences of other days in the fall of 1929. To say that the 
market can react spectacularly to information the importance of 
which is not widely recognized is to deny Wanniski’s own view of 
the market. In any event, many investors believed that higher tariffs 
would help rather than hurt business. 


None of this is to say that the Hawley-Smoot tariff, to which we 
shall have occasion to return, was insignificant, or anything other 


than a disaster. But it cannot let classical economics off the hook. 
The tariff, it may be said categorically, was not the sole, or even the 
principal, cause of the Crash or the Great Depression. Wanniski must 
be given credit for the degree of his faith. His panacea of low taxes 
and low (or no) tariffs, he asserts, would have either prevented 
Mussolini and Hitler from coming to power or made them nice 
fellows as rulers. But for bad tax and tariff policies, Wanniski tells 
us, there would have been no Second World War. He even implies 
that Hitler became an expansionist only because he had a bad (high) 
tax policy. It would be nice if the world were so simple.2 


Tariff policies were not at the root of the Great Depression, but 
international forces did play a role in causing the collapse. The 
trouble began with the World War and the drastic changes it made 
in the relative economic positions of the world’s leading nations. 
Throughout the nineteenth century, Great Britain had been the 
world’s dominant economic power. By the beginning of the present 
century, that position was being severely challenged by both the 
United States and Germany. The war temporarily eliminated 
Germany as a competitor, but it also weakened the British position 
and strengthened that of the Americans. Most significantly, the war 
converted the United States from a net debtor to a creditor nation. 
This change obligated the country to take more responsibility for 
the smooth operation of the international economy and to make 
adjustments in its other policies, including exports and tariffs. 


As the leader of the world economy in the century prior to 1914, 
Great Britain had used its lending policies as a means of stabilizing 
the international situation. It had also clung to free trade for more 
than a half century. Doing so caused short-term disadvantages for 
some British manufacturers during economic slumps, but it helped 
prevent the sort of self-defeating tariff war that worsened the world 
depression in the early 1930s. In the 1920s the British were no 
longer able to act as the stabilizer of the world economy. That 
position should have gone to the United States, but American 
leaders did not want it, or rather, they wanted only part of it. Much 


of the historical debate over whether the United States was 
isolationist in the 1920s misses the point. The nation wanted all the 
advantages (and profits) of participation in world affairs, while 
minimizing the responsibilities that went with world leadership. 
American leaders sought to make their country an_ isolated 
participant in world affairs. They wanted to be in the world, but not 
of it. It did not work. 


The World War also made for instability in the international 
economy because of the reparations and war debts problems. The 
Dawes Plan of 1924, the first of several international attempts to 
ease the reparations-debts problem, set in motion an arrangement 
whereby Americans lent money to Germany to pay reparations to 
France and others, who in turn made debt payments to the United 
States. Although American financiers had already made some large 
foreign loans before this, the Dawes loan started American foreign 
lending on a massive scale. Americans in the mid-twenties were new 
to the role of international financier and approached the market like 
“a sales department with a new article.” The volume of American 
foreign lending soared to $900 million in 1924 and $1.25 billion in 
both 1927 and 1928. This large-scale lending accomplished several 
things: it provided an outlet for the excess incomes of wealthy 
Americans, it allowed reparations and war debts to be paid for a 
time, it offset tariff barriers, and it helped American producers 
secure overseas markets. This last function was similar to that of 
domestic credit; it helped an unbalanced economy avoid collapse for 
a few years, but ultimately made the Crash worse when it came. 


American lending abroad slowed in 1928 and 1929, as the 
opportunities for money-making on Wall Street became more 
attractive than the interest rates of foreign loans. British lending in 
the 1800s had generally been countercyclical. When times were 
good, investment opportunities at home attracted British capital 
away from international loans, but during slumps the British 
expanded foreign lending. This policy had had an _ obvious 
stabilizing influence. American foreign lending in the twenties and 
early thirties, though, followed an opposite pattern: lending 


expanded during the early part of the boom and contracted 
drastically with the Depression. 


By the late twenties, each country was seeking to advance its own 
interests, even if in the process it worsened the positions of others. 
In a delicate, interdependent world economy, these “beggar thy 
neighbor” tactics were suicidal. Nowhere should this have been 
more clear than in the United States. This country was trying 
nothing less in the 1920s than to be the world’s banker, food 
producer, and manufacturer, but to buy as little as possible from the 
world in return. This attempt to eat the world and have it, too, was 
the epitome of a self-defeating policy. This is one of the two points 
on which the popular blaming of Herbert Hoover for the Depression 
has some validity. As secretary of Commerce, Hoover was a dynamo 
in promoting both foreign sales and foreign investment, yet he 
consistently favored high tariffs for the United States. Such attempts 
to assure a very “favorable” balance of trade cannot succeed for 
long. It is impossible, in fact, for a country to maintain a “favorable” 
balance of trade over a prolonged period. What all nations should 
strive for is a balance that is neither favorable nor unfavorable. If 
the United States would not buy from other countries, there was no 
way for others to buy from Americans, or to meet interest payments 
on American loans. 


The weakness of the international economy and contradictory 
American foreign economic policy unquestionably contributed to 
the coming of the Great Depression. If the origins of the calamity 
are to be kept in perspective, though, it must be realized that while 
the world collapse was cutting $1.5 billion from American exports 
between 1929 and 1933, domestic contraction was slicing $12 
billion from the American gross national product. Statistically, 
internal problems appear to have had an effect on the American 
Depression some eight times greater than did foreign ones. This is 
not to underestimate the significance of the nearly 10 percent of 
American GNP that went into exports in 1929. That $5 billion was 
of great importance, and the loss of a large portion of it 
undoubtedly affected domestic parts of the economy. But if we are 


to find the most telling causes of the Depression, we must look 
within the borders of the United States.3 


In some respects, the agricultural problems of the 1920s were 
closely tied to the international difficulties just recounted. The 
fundamental problem facing the American farmer in the twenties 
was chronic overproduction of agricultural commodities around the 
world. (“Overproduction” in the economic sense, of course, does not 
necessarily mean that there was more food and fiber than the 
world’s ill-fed and ill-clad multitudes could use. It refers only to 
more than there was a paying market for.) For some reason this 
excess agricultural supply did not create its own demand. This is 
especially extraordinary from the perspective of classical economics, 
because farm products were in as close to a genuine free market as 
existed. This was a big part of the farmers’ problem. They still sold 
on a largely unregulated world market and had no control over the 
prices they received, but the companies from which they bought and 
the banks from which they borrowed were often in a position to 
dictate terms. 


The more immediate cause of the farmers’ troubles in the 1920s 
was World War I. Here is Herbert Hoover’s other small contribution 
to the origins of the Depression. During the war the American 
government, particularly in the person of Food Administrator 
Hoover, encouraged a vast increase in agricultural production. This 
was fine during the war, when European production was way down 
and demand was very high. But after the war the success of the 
wartime stimulation of increased production came back to haunt the 
nation’s farmers. Added to this were increased mechanization and 
more specialization and intensive methods. Another little-noted but 
quite significant cause of overproduction of farm products in the 
twenties was the coming of the automobile and tractor on a large 
scale. Some 25 million acres previously used to grow feed for horses 
and mules was turned to other agricultural uses as the demand for 
beasts of burden declined. The result of all these factors was, as I 


noted earlier, that farmers struggled with a depression throughout 
the prosperity decade. 


Although the farmer was declining in American society in the 
1920s, his continuing importance to the economy must be 
recognized. In 1929 fully one-quarter of all employment in the 
United States was in farming. A solidly based prosperity could not 
leave out this segment of the population. If the whole economy was 
dependent upon agriculture, agriculture was particularly dependent 
upon the export market. More than one-quarter of American farm 
income in 1929 came from exports. The economy as a whole could 
be harmed by a sharp reduction in exports, but farming could be 
devastated by such an export drop. That is precisely what happened 
in 1929 and subsequent years. 


The weak position of American farmers was exacerbated by their 
heavy burden of debt. The expansion of the war years had helped to 
double farm mortgages from $3.3 billion to $6.7 billion between 
1910 and 1920. In the first five years of the twenties, another $2.7 
billion was added to the total. When the debt burden is added to 
chronic overproduction and the perennial farmers’ problems, such 
as uncertain weather, it is clear that the structural weaknesses in 
this quarter of the American economy were sufficiently grave as to 
pose a threat to the whole economy. 


Until the middle of 1928 the abundance of credit, both at home 
for the farmers and abroad for those who bought their products, 
helped to keep the decidedly leaky craft that was American 
agriculture afloat. Beginning in 1928, though, the already 
overloaded ship had new weights dumped upon it. It began to sink. 
As American international lending declined, the ability of 
consuming countries to pay for imports of American foodstuffs 
dropped sharply. At the same time, the world market was becoming 
further glutted. The Soviet Union decided to begin large exports of 
wheat in 1928. The full impact of this decision on the world market 
was not felt until 1930, but it did not help the worldwide surplus. 


Agriculture in the 1920s was more than a blemish on the face of 
Coolidge Prosperity; it was a vital segment of the economy that was 


falling further behind and increasingly unable to keep its 
consumption up to the level the rest of the economy required of it. 
Plainly this was not the trigger of the Depression, but it was an 
unsound feature of the fundamental business of the country.‘ 


The structure of American business and industry itself—the crown 
jewel of Coolidge Prosperity—was another contributing factor in 
bringing on the collapse of that prosperity. The idealized American 
economy of small, freely competing units upon which much of the 
nation’s economic thought and social philosophy was based was 
largely a thing of the past by the 1920s. In the preface to the classic 
study of corporate concentration in the twenties that he undertook 
with Gardiner C. Means, The Modern Corporation and Private 
Property, Adolf A. Berle put his finger on the crux of the 
phenomenon: “American industrial property, through the corporate 
device, was being thrown into a collective hopper wherein the 
individual owner was steadily being lost in the creation of a series 
of huge industrial oligarchies.” By the end of the twenties, roughly 
two-thirds of the industrial wealth of the United States had passed 
“from individual ownership to ownership by the large, publicly 
financed corporations,” Berle said. It was enough to make a red- 
blooded American uneasy, even in the midst of unprecedented 
prosperity. 

In 1929, 200 corporations controlled nearly half of all American 
industry. The $81 billion in assets held by these corporations 
represented 49 percent of all corporate wealth in the nation and 22 
percent of all national wealth. Moreover, the trend was rapidly in 
the direction of even more concentration. The estimates for three 
years earlier were that the same corporations held 45 percent of 
corporate and less than 20 percent of all national wealth. And by 
1932, Berle calculated that 600 American corporations owned 65 
percent of the nation’s industry. The rest was “spread among 
millions of little family businesses.” Some 2000 men, the active 
directors of the giant corporations, were in a position to dominate 
the life of the United States. 


What the degree of concentration exposed by these figures meant, 
Berle and Means said, was that the political economy of Adam 
Smith, which had dominated American thinking for a century and a 
half, no longer applied. The competitive model drawn by Smith as 
the “great regulator of industry” was based upon the assumption of 
numerous small units whose prices were determined by market 
forces. This was not the case in the United States of the late 1920s, 
and so the market had lost its inherent tendency toward 
equilibrium. 

The booming decade of the twenties saw a new headlong rush 
into corporate mergers. President Hoover’s Committee on Social 
Trends reported that between 1919 and 1928 some 1200 mergers 
“involving the disappearance of over 6000 independent enterprises” 
had been registered. 


Clearly a major cause of the unstable foundation beneath the 
prosperity decade was the dichotomy between the reality of massive 
concentration in American business and the classical economic 
model upon which policy was still being based. Coolidge and Mellon 
were playing by the rules of Adam Smith’s pin factory at a time 
when Henry Ford’s River Rouge plant was more indicative of the 
true nature of the economy. It would have been remarkable if 
disaster had not resulted from this discrepancy.5 


One result of the use of eighteenth-century theories to deal with 
twentieth-century reality was a growing maldistribution of income 
in twenties America. No cause of the Great Depression was of larger 
importance. 


According to the famous Brookings Institution study, America’s 
Capacity to Consume, the top 0.1 percent of American families in 
1929 had an aggregate income equal to that of the bottom 42 
percent.” Stated in absolute numbers, approximately 24,000 families 
had a combined income as large as that shared by more than 11.5 
million poor and lower-middle-class families. Fully 71 percent of all 
American families (a term that includes unattached individuals) in 
what was generally regarded as the most prosperous year the 


country and the world had ever known had incomes under $2500. 
At the other extreme, the 24,000 richest families enjoyed annual 
incomes in excess of $100,000 and 513 American families that year 
reported incomes above $1 million. Nor was the prosperity of the 
twenties narrowing the gap. On the contrary, the authors of the 
Brookings study concluded, it appeared that “income was being 
distributed with increasing inequality, particularly in the later years 
of the period.” The income of those at the very top was increasing 
more rapidly than that of any other group. Late in the twenties, “a 
larger percentage of the total income was received by the portion of 
the population having very high incomes than had been the case a 
decade earlier.” Between 1920 and 1929, per capita disposable 
income for all Americans rose by 9 percent, but the top 1 percent of 
income recipients enjoyed a whopping 75 percent increase in 
disposable income. The share of disposable income going to the top 
1 percent jumped from 12 percent in 1920 to 19 percent in 1929. 
Here in stark statistics was one of the principal causes of the Great 
Depression. 


Maldistribution of wealth in 1929 was even greater than that of 
income. Nearly 80 percent of the nation’s families—some 21.5 
million households—had no savings whatsoever. The 24,000 
families at the top—0O.1 percent—held 34 percent of all savings. The 
2.3 percent of families with incomes of more than $10,000 
controlled two-thirds of America’s savings. Stock ownership, as we 
shall see shortly, was even more concentrated. The top 0.5 percent 
of Americans in 1929 owned 32.4 percent of all the net wealth of 
individuals. This represented the highest concentration of wealth at 
any time in American history. The Depression and World War II cut 
into this concentration somewhat, and the amount held by the top 
0.5 percent has hovered around 20 percent throughout the postwar 
years. 


A large part of the reason for the growing gap between rich and 
poor was that productivity was increasing at a far faster rate than 
wages. In the decade ending in 1929 output per worker in 
manufacturing leaped upward by a remarkable 43 percent. In only 


six years between 1923 and 1929 manufacturing output per person- 
hour increased by almost 32 percent. During the same period, wages 
increased also, but only by 8 percent—a rate one-fourth as fast as 
the rise in productivity. With production costs falling rapidly, prices 
remaining nearly stable, and wages rising only slowly, the bulk of 
the benefits from increased productivity went into profits. In that 
same six-year period ending in 1929, corporate profits soared 
upward by 62 percent and dividends rose by 65 percent. 


This, in cold figures, was the essence of the New Era. Prosperity 
was shared by fairly large segments—although certainly not all—of 
the populace, but in very unequal portions. The rich were getting 
richer at a much more rapid rate than the poor were becoming less 
poor. Government policies during the twenties were designed to 
achieve just this end. The unfavorable climate for labor unions made 
it more difficult for workers to obtain their share of the benefits of 
rising productivity. And Mellon’s tax cuts for the wealthy helped to 
aggravate the gross disparity in income levels. 


The maldistribution of income, although growing worse, was 
already marked in the mid-twenties, while prosperity reigned. Any 
interpretation of the origins of the Depression that places significant 
emphasis on maldistribution must account for the peaceful 
coexistence of prosperity with maldistribution in the years 
preceding the Crash. This is not as much of a problem as it may 
appear. 


For the economy to remain on an even keel, it is of course 
necessary for total demand to equal total supply. Say’s Law to the 
contrary notwithstanding, there was no automatic assurance that 
this would happen, especially in a mass production economy with a 
poor distribution of income. The balance could be achieved in a 
number of ways. The largest part of the demand side was made up 
of domestic consumption of nondurable and durable consumer 
goods. These categories range from food and clothing in the former 
to automobiles and houses in the latter. Almost all the income of 
more than three-fourths (the lower three-fourths, of course) of the 
American people went for these purposes. These people were doing 


their part to maintain prosperity. They could do no more for the 
demand side of the balance unless they were paid more. 


But what of the huge incomes of those at the top of the scale, 
most conspicuously the 24,000 families with annual incomes above 
$100,000? They bought consumer goods, too, and in far larger 
quantities than their less affluent neighbors. They could, however, 
be expected to eat only so much and buy only so many cars and 
houses. The income of the $100,000 per year man, we find by 
simple arithmetic, was 40 times greater than that of the above- 
average $2500 man. It was not reasonable to ask the former to eat 
40 times as much or buy 40 Model A’s (or 15 Cadillacs). The 
wealthy and nearly-so had to find other ways to use their money. 
Up to a point, this was beneficial. Saving and investment, as well as 
consumption, are necessary for the well-being of the economy. This, 
along with luxury spending, was the principal use to which excess 
profits were put in the twenties. Maverick economist William 
Trufant Foster may have gone too far when he said of the decade, 
“Far from having been profligate, the nation wasted its substance in 
riotous saving,” but there was a serious point beneath the 
exaggeration. Investment remained at a high level throughout the 
years 1925-29, dipping below 15 percent of GNP only in 1928 (a 
threshold that investment did not break again until 1948). This high 
level of investment helped keep the economy in temporary balance 
during the boom years, but it was intensifying the long-term 
problem. That is, greater investment usually meant further increases 
in productivity. All other things being equal, this would be to the 
good. But when are all other things equal? Surely they were not in 
the twenties. Since the gains in productivity were not being fairly 
distributed, the heavy investment was making the problem of 
income distribution worse. 


Other means existed for disposing of the supply for which there 
was insufficient domestic demand. Two of these came to be heavily 
relied upon in the twenties: exports and credit sales. We have 
already discussed the former. The purpose and effects of the latter 
were similar. The basic macroeconomic problem growing out of 


maldistribution was that those with the means to buy more of the 
products of mass production industry could satiate their needs and 
desires by spending only a small fraction of their incomes, while 
those whose needs and desires were not satisfied had no money. 
One obvious temporary solution was to let those who wanted goods 
to buy them without the money. Thus the installment plan arose for 
the first time on a massive scale. By the second half of the decade, it 
was possible to purchase cars, appliances, radios, furniture, and 
other expensive items on “easy monthly (or weekly) payments.” 


Convincing Americans to buy now and pay later required a 
reversal of many traditional American values. People brought up on 
the aphorisms of Poor Richard had to be weaned. Advertising was 
the medium through which this message was transmitted to 
American consumers. First, people had been convinced to consume 
rather than save. Now they must go further. The idea that a penny 
saved is a penny earned was passé. It was now to be: Spend the 
penny before you earn it. It was no longer necessary to save for a 
rainy day, since in the New Era of eternal prosperity the sun would 
always shine. 


By the last years of the decade, three of every five cars and 80 
percent of all radios sold were purchased with installment credit. 
Between 1925 and 1929 the amount of installment credit 
outstanding in the United States more than doubled, from $1.38 
billion to $3 billion. In keeping with the live-for-today attitude of 
many Americans in the 1920s, as the President’s Committee on 
Social Trends pointed out, time payment schemes allowed people 
“to telescope the future into the present.” The device helped to put 
off the day of reckoning by unnaturally keeping up demand, but it 
made the collapse worse when it came. When the supply of 
consumers who could be persuaded to make time purchases and the 
credit of those customers were exhausted, the installment stopgap 
could no longer perform its service. What made matters worse, 
though, was the fact that all those carrying installment debt could 
no longer even use all of their regular wages or salaries for new 


buying; part of their current income was taken up paying off past 
purchases. 


There were at least two other ways in which demand might have 
been brought into balance with supply. One possibility was for the 
government to buy the surplus through deficit spending. Suicide 
would have been a more welcome suggestion to most politicians, 
businessmen, and economists in the pre-Depression decade. The 
remaining solution was, if anything, more repulsive to the powers- 
that-be than were peacetime deficits: higher taxes on the rich. Again 
it was William T. Foster who brazenly spoke the truth. In the 
interests of the rich (as well as of everyone else), he said, “we 
should take from them a sufficient amount of their surplus to enable 
consumers to consume and business to operate at a profit. This,” 
Foster neatly added, “is not ‘soaking the rich’; it is saving the rich.” 
The rich, on the whole, chose to remain unregenerate.® 


Under these circumstances, the New Era economy was peculiarly 
dependent on a continued high level of luxury spending and 
investment by those receiving a disproportionately large share of 
the national income. If something caused a sudden loss of 
confidence by these affluent Americans, the whole economic 
structure might collapse, particularly if the decline in investment 
and luxury spending coincided with a loss of foreign markets and a 
saturation of the credit-purchase market at home. Just such a 
confluence occurred in the fall of 1929. 


American values, it should be plain by now, were undergoing 
important changes during the 1920s. Some were long-term and 
more or less permanent. Others were part of recurring shifts in 
attitude. Among the latter, the most notable of the twenties was an 
unusually high degree of self-centeredness and emphasis on 
financial gain. 

American society—or rather, a large portion of it—came in the 
twenties to be preoccupied with the single-minded pursuit of riches. 
A growing number of people accepted the proposition that “God 
intended the American middle class to be rich.” (Had He not so 


intended, why had He made middle-class Americans with wallets 
and savings accounts?) The mood of the times was evident in the 
title of a 1929 article Democratic national chairman John J. Raskob 
wrote for the Ladies’ Home Journal, “Everybody Ought to be Rich.” 
The new convert to the Democracy had a plan whereby a company 
would be established to help the little fellow pool his meager 
resources with those of others like him, so they could enjoy the 
benefits of stock ownership and speculation. It was, doubtless, one 
of the more altruistic thoughts of the age. Cynics might point out 
that if more people could be gotten into the market, demand for 
stocks would keep rising and hence the boom and profits would be 
bigger and better for large speculators, of whose number Raskob 
was one. But who are we to question the motives of a man who 
would make everyone rich? 


The values of the society were shown, albeit in a somewhat 
exaggerated form, in a 1929 New York Times ad offering the 
securities of the National Waterworks Corporation: “Picture this 
scene today, if by some cataclysm only one small well should 
remain for the great city of New York [how much could be charged 
for water? ]—$1.00 a bucket, $100, $1,000, $1,000,000. The man 
who owned the well would own the wealth of the city.” The thought 
of so many parched lips was surely enough to wet those of an 
investor. 


As more and more Americans came to believe that “they were 
predestined ... to become rich without work” and excess income 
accumulated in the accounts of many, the likelihood of the rise of 
large speculative bubbles increased. The medium of speculation was 
of little importance. As it happened, the first one to present itself in 
the mid-twenties was Florida real estate. Sunshine had already done 
wonders for southern California; the automobile and growing 
wealth put Florida within reach as a winter haven for the well-to-do 
of the Northeast. That much of the 1924-26 boom in Florida 
property was based on reality. The rest was largely fantasy, but a 
financial fantasy in which one could get rich quickly. 


Some of the land sold in Florida at rapidly appreciating prices was 
genuinely attractive; much of it was not. But that was of no concern 
to most buyers once the bubble had begun to inflate. Roughly 90 
percent of those who made purchases in the Florida land boom had 
no intention of ever occupying the property—or even of owning it 
for long. Its actual value (or the fact that it turned out to be in a 
swamp forty miles from the nearest beach) was immaterial. One 
bought the land not for its use value, but in the expectation that it 
could be sold shortly to someone else at a handsome profit. The new 
purchaser was not a fool, either. He bought for exactly the same 
reason. Anyone who stopped to consider the situation had to realize 
that this game had limits and the bubble was bound to burst. The 
trick was, though, to ride with the expansion as long as possible and 
get out before the collapse. Some did. But greed was what it was all 
about, and many investors were tempted into staying too long. 
Indeed, it could not have been otherwise, because as soon as any 
significant number decided the time had come to get out, it 
inevitably became that time. 


It was grand while it lasted. In 1925 the Miami Herald carried 
more advertising than any paper anywhere in the history of the 
world ever had before. Soon it was over, though. In 1926 deflation 
of values set in, and it is extremely difficult for a speculative boom 
to start up again after it has begun to subside. Nature provided the 
mandatory exclamation point at the end of the Florida boom. Two 
vicious hurricanes ripped through the state in the summer of 1926 
and destroyed any hope for a quick revival. For the remainder of the 
decade, while much of America boomed, Florida sat in the 
doldrums. Its land boom proved to be only the dress rehearsal for 
the decade’s biggest speculative mania: the stock market. It was a 
tribute to the extent of confidence Americans had in their destiny to 
get rich that the popping of the Florida bubble was not sufficient to 
make people wary of another round of speculation. 

Before we delve into the mysteries of the Great Bull Market, it 


must be made clear that while “speculation” and “boom” are often 
used in close proximity one to the other, there was nothing 


speculative about the economic boom of the Coolidge years. It was 
real. The boom was built on the foundation of new technology, 
especially upon the automobile. Numerous other industries surged 
forward in the twenties, holding on to the rear bumper of the 
automobile. Rubber, steel, oil, road construction, suburban housing, 
service stations, and many others were dependent upon automotive 
sales. When those sales tapered off, the boom slowed; when they 
dropped sharply, the boom turned bust. The automobile was so 
central to the economy, in fact, that most authorities identify Henry 
Ford’s decision to shut down production for six months while he 
shifted from the Model T to the Model A as the chief cause of the 
recession of 1927. The genuine industrial boom helped to fuel 
optimism and the belief that anyone could get rich. As the Florida 
bubble deflated, excess profits were already moving on a large scale 
into the stock market. 


It was not true, as was often heard in the late twenties, that 
“everyone’s in the market.” Roughly 4 million Americans owned 
stock in 1929, out of a population of approximately 120 million. 
Only 1.5 million of those stockholders had a sufficiently large 
interest to have an account with a broker. The bulk of the 
“stockholders” owned only a few shares. The distribution of 
dividends tells the story of concentration of stock ownership. Almost 
74 percent of all 1929 dividends went to the fewer than 600,000 
individual stockholders with taxable incomes in excess of $5000. 
Just under 25 percent went to the 24,000 taking in over $100,000 
for the year, and nearly 6 percent of all dividends went to 513 
individuals whose families reported an income of more than $1 
million for the year. 


The reasons for the great speculative boom of the late twenties 
have long been debated. One culprit often pointed to is the Federal 
Reserve Board’s decision early in 1927 to lower the rediscount rate 
one-half point to 3.5 percent. The decision was based on the need to 
save international liquidity in the wake of Britain’s overvaluation of 
the pound. Of course it also meant easier money at home. Surely 
this made stock speculation easier, but it did not cause it. The 


source of the Great Bull Market was the same as that of the Florida 
land boom that preceded it: the notion that it was easy to get rich 
quickly. Stocks, once bought principally on the basis of their earning 
power, came to be purchased only for resale after their price had 
risen. As with a swamp lot in Florida, the quality of a stock was 
largely immaterial, as long as prices continued to rise. That earnings 
were of little interest can be seen in the case of one of the “glamour” 
stocks of the age: Radio Corporation of America, which leaped from 
85 to 420 during 1928, even though it had never paid a dividend. 
When the Fed reversed its easy-money policy in the spring of 1928, 
it had no effect on the market. By this time the lure of fantastic easy 
profits had become sufficiently bright that higher interest rates were 
no deterrent. 


The Dow Jones industrial average rose from 191 early in 1928 to 
381 in September 1929, a 100 percent increase in less than two 
years. By most standards, this represented more than reasonable 
returns, but it was no measure of the possibilities for gamblers 
during the period. The magic words of the fantasy land in lower 
Manhattan in those years were “margin” and “leverage.” Buying 
stocks on margin was similar to buying an automobile on credit. The 
purchaser paid a part of the price—say 10 percent—and used the 
stock as collateral for a loan of the remainder. Just as installment 
credit stimulated industry, margin buying aroused the market. Such 
borrowing gave the customer leverage. An illustration will show 
how this worked. Suppose a buyer purchased on margin a share of 
the aforementioned RCA stock at the beginning of 1928, putting up 
$10 and borrowing the remaining $75 from his broker. At the end of 
the year he could have sold it for $420. The stock itself had 
appreciated by 394 percent, which wasn’t bad; but Mr. X saw his 
$10 investment bring him $341.25 ($420 less $75 and 5 percent 
interest owed to the broker). His profit for the year was over 3400 
percent! 

It seemed too good to be true. It was. The miracle of leverage 
when prices were rising would operate in reverse if prices fell. The 
host of margin buyers could be wiped out quickly. What was more, 


the whole market in 1929 compounded the leverage idea as 
“investment trusts” proliferated and pyramids were erected from 
one end of Wall Street to the other. The investment trust existed for 
the sole purpose of owning stocks. It had no assets other than the 
securities of other companies. It, in turn, sold stock of its own. By 
the summer of 1929, such businesses were being piled one on top of 
another. More and more speculators saw them as centers of 
intelligence—or at least inside information—that could do a better 
job with a person’s investments than he could do for himself. It 
seems that the investment trusts had become a kind of electoral 
college for Wanniski’s “global electorate.” The individual investor 
would buy—on margin—stock in Investment Trust A, which would 
buy—on margin—stock in Investment Trust B, which would buy— 
on margin—stock in “genuine” corporations. Here was “leverage” 
on a grand scale. The principal building material used on Wall 
Street in 1929 was credit. The economic equivalent of the 1926 
Florida hurricanes could easily blow down such ill-built structures. 


In the uncalm before the storm, Wall Street was attracting much 
of the available capital in the world. As the demand for call money 
(for brokers’ loans to allow margin buying) rose, so did the interest 
rate. Eventually call money rates reached 10 and 12 percent, finally 
even touching 20 percent. Such returns on what seemed like utterly 
safe investments (the loans were secured by the stocks) were 
irresistible. The amount banks provided for brokers’ loans actually 
declined in 1929, but that was more than made up for by the funds 
being made available by corporations. In particular, corporations 
with surplus capital (of which there was a great deal in the wake of 
the Mellon tax cuts and refunds) often found lending money on Wall 
Street a more attractive option than expanding their own 
production. 


Foreign investors came to the same conclusion. Some observers 
charged that the New York Stock Exchange was sucking up all the 
money in the world. Of course funds used to purchase stocks did not 
vanish. For every buyer, a seller received money. This obvious fact 
did not mean, though, that Wall Street was not absorbing funds 


normally available for productive purposes. Most of the money used 
for speculation was held for that purpose on a continuing basis and 
was not offered for productive investment. Moreover, as the call 
money rate rose, credit for other purposes became very tight. 
Speculators might be willing to pay 12 percent interest, since they 
expected a far higher return; but companies considering expansion 
could not afford to borrow at such rates. 


Brokers’ loans—probably the best measure of the extent of 
speculation—sped upward from less than $5 billion in the middle of 
1928 to nearly $6.5 billion at year’s end. Six months later the total 
of outstanding brokers’ loans was just over $7 billion. In the next 
three months—July through September 1929—they shot up by 
another $1.5 billion. Such massive speculation was obviously 
unhealthy. In his Memoirs, Herbert Hoover passed his judgment on 
speculators: “There are crimes far worse than murder for which men 
should be reviled and punished.” But who would have done so in 
1928 or 1929? It was not the speculators who were reviled in that 
fantastic time, but those who dared to criticize speculation. The Wall 
Street Journal reacted to one criticism in September 1929 by asking: 
“Why is it that any ignoramus can talk about Wall Street?” 


Under the circumstances, government action to deflate the bubble 
was virtually impossible. Ending the boom would not only have 
been unpopular, it almost certainly would also have caused a bust. 
Bubbles are hard to deflate without popping them. If the choice is 
between a collapse now or later, politicians and regulators normally 
prefer to put off until tomorrow what they could do today. Thus in 
his last days as president, Calvin Coolidge issued a statement 
declaring that prosperity was “absolutely sound” and stocks were 
“cheap at current prices.” 


One observer pointed out that by the late twenties the broker’s 
office had replaced the saloon; it had “the same swinging doors, the 
same half-darkened windows.” The offices of one New York 
investment service even had a speakeasy-style peephole. It was a 
telling analogy. Stock speculation provided a legal spirit of 
intoxication in a time when intoxicating spirits were prohibited by 


the Eighteenth Amendment. By the fall of 1929, those who were 
guiding the market were driving under the influence. A terrible 
crash, to be followed by unpleasant sobering experiences and an 
awful hangover were the likely results.” 


Contrary to popular impression, the Wall Street Crash of 1929 was 
not a single collapse of one or two days (Black Thursday and Black 
Tuesday, October 24 and 29, are usually identified), but a long, 
rolling downward slide that went on for weeks, from September 3 
through November 13. There were brief upsurges after some of the 
worst days. 


The speculative boom was, of course, dependent upon confidence. 
Confidence was a commodity, however, that was available in 
abundance in 1929. The bull market had suffered two sharp breaks, 
in December 1928 and March 1929, only to come back stronger 
than ever. Accordingly, it took a prolonged, devastating collapse to 
convince speculators that it was really over. Even after the collapse 
had started in the fall of 1929, the demand for confident statements 
kept bringing forth a plentiful supply. Noted economist Irving Fisher 
of Yale, for example, declared on October 15: “Stock prices have 
reached what looks like a permanently high plateau.” As the decline 
degenerated into the Crash, a wide array of leaders repeated phrases 
containing the words “fundamentally sound.” 


Not everyone was so sure, though. Since taking office in March, 
President Hoover had tried on several occasions to warn against 
speculation. In April the President ordered his financial agent to sell 
some of Hoover’s stocks, “as possible hard times coming.” When the 
President issued his famous October 25 statement about “the 
fundamental business of the country” being “on a sound and 
prosperous basis,” he reportedly declined a request from a group of 
bankers to say something specifically about the stock market. 


The story of the Crash itself is summarized easily. The peak of the 
bull market was reached on September 3. Two days later there was 
a break. It was not too serious, and the general assumption was that 
it was just another “adjustment.” Thereafter the market drifted 


generally downward, but unevenly. Optimism remained the official 
watchword, and speculators continued to flock into the market. 
Brokers’ loans rose by more in September than ever before. Prices 
continued downward in early October. Then on Monday, October 
21, the real rout began. Although far worse days were to come, the 
style of the next few weeks was set on this day. The volume was 
huge, causing the ticker to fall far behind. This added a terrible 
ingredient of uncertainty to the gathering panic. Knowing that 
prices were falling, but not knowing by how much, produced great 
fear and led many to sell quickly, before prices dipped further. Such 
sales, of course, added to the price declines. 


Wednesday, October 23, although not as often noted as the 24th 
or the 29th, may have been the key day of the Crash. An hour 
before the closing bell, a slide began which saw the Dow Jones 
industrials lose 21 points in 60 minutes, wiping out all the fantastic 
advances of July and August. Greater losses and higher volumes 
would be registered on subsequent days, but October 23 was the 
trigger. After trading closed amid the hour-long scramble to sell, 
many investors concluded that this time the boom was really over. 
They would sell the next day, before it was too late. Once a sizable 
number of important investors decided the boom had ended, it had 
ended. It had all been built on expectations of rising prices. As soon 
as those expectations were reversed, the market had to fall. Adding 
to the deflationary pressures were a large number of margin calls, 
which forced many to sell who did not want to. (Since the stocks 
provided the security for the loans, when their value fell more 
money had to be put up to cover the loans.) 


The voluntary and involuntary decisions to sell that evening took 
their toll when the market opened the following morning, October 
24. If the image of a downward slide had been appropriate for 
earlier days, the metaphor for Black Thursday was that of the 
bottom falling out. A vast supply of shares for sale hit the market 
that morning, but they failed to create their own demand until 
prices had plummeted. Partial recovery was achieved in the 
afternoon when a group of leading bankers headed by Thomas W. 


Lamont of J. P. Morgan moved in to support prices. This calmed the 
situation and restored some confidence. In the afternoon most of the 
terrible losses were reversed. By the end of the day, The New York 
Times industrial average had climbed back to within 12 points of 
where it opened. 


On Friday and Saturday prices stabilized. Then on Monday the 
28th, everything fell apart. The Dow lost more than 38 points, 
nearly 13 percent of its value at the start of the day. The bankers’ 
group threw in the towel that afternoon, admitting that it could not 
stem the collapse. The next day was the infamous Black Tuesday, 
October 29, 1929, usually cited as the day of the Crash. An 
unprecedented 16.4 million shares changed hands. At many points 
during the day, no buyers were available at any price. Even after a 
closing rally, the Times index was down another 45 points at the 
close. 


The day after Black Tuesday saw a remarkable recovery in which 
two-thirds of Tuesday’s losses were regained. But the Crash was far 
from over. After a short session on Thursday, the market closed for 
the rest of the week. When trading reopened on Monday, November 
4, a startling new collapse set in. The Times industrials lost 22 points 
that day, 37 on Wednesday (the Exchange was closed on Tuesday 
for election day), and a total of 50 more points during the first three 
days of the following week. When the Crash bottomed out (for 1929 
—prices would go much lower in subsequent years of the 
Depression), the Times index had lost 228 points since the high point 
of September 3. Fifty percent of the value of stocks in the index had 
been lost in ten weeks. The New Era was over. 


As J. K. Galbraith has pointed out, nothing was lost in the Crash 
“but money.” Given the values of the day, though, many losers 
might have responded: “What else is there?” Americans soon found 
out what else there was. Industrial production fell by more than 9 
percent from October to December 1929. American imports dropped 
by 20 percent from September to December. The Great Depression 
was under way.8 


The unavoidable question must be asked again: Did the Crash 
cause the Depression? There are two correct answers. If it is meant 
as a “why” question, the answer is: “Of course not!” If it is a “how” 
or a “when” question, the response must be: “Yes, in part.” 
“Whatever happens in a stock market,” Milton Friedman has 
declared, “it cannot lead to a great depression unless it produces or 
is accompanied by a monetary collapse.” Although I disagree with 
Friedman’s exclusive emphasis upon monetary factors, his statement 
is a useful one. He is absolutely right in contending that a stock 
market collapse is unlikely to produce a large depression by itself. 
But the stock market, fantasy land though it had become in 1929, 
was not operating in a vacuum. Wall Street’s connections with other 
parts of the economy meant that the Crash would do more than 
merely reflect the weaknesses in the economic structure. Among 
other things, the fragile economy was heavily dependent upon 
confidence and the spending and investment of the well-to-do. 
These were precisely the things that the Crash most effectively 
undercut. 


The fact is that, despite all the statements about fundamental 
soundness, both the domestic and international economies were 
fundamentally unsound by the late 1920s. When someone becomes 
ill after “catching a chill,” it is not the cold itself that causes the 
sickness. Rather the cold reduces the body’s resistance to 
microorganisms already present in it, which then are able to cause 
the illness. Some such role is the proper one to assign to the Crash. 
The cold wind that swept through lower Manhattan in October and 
November 1929 lowered the economy’s resistance to the point 
where already existing defects could multiply rapidly and bring 
down the whole organism. The Crash is important in explaining how 
and when the Depression happened. 


As for the question of where the Depression began, it clearly 
started in the United States. The American collapse need not have 
set off a worldwide depression had the United States not been the 
leader of the world economy. But it was. This placed certain 
responsibilities on the United States—responsibilities that, in the 


main, the nation shunned. When the United States cut lending and 
erected higher tariff walls, the world economy faltered further. 
Doubtless the world situation—sparked by American actions—in 
turn made the Depression worse in this country. Cause and effect 
should not be reversed. Geographically, the origin and spread of the 
Depression went in just the opposite direction from that traced by 
Herbert Hoover. 


By far the most important question about the origins of the 
Depression is why? Unicausal explanations simply cannot stand up. 
When an American today develops cancer, it is usually impossible to 
say precisely what caused it. Such environmental factors as diet, 
chemicals, radiation, and tobacco, to name a few, may be among the 
possible causes. The “typical” American’s environment is filled with 
carcinogens. The same was true of the nation’s economy in the 
1920s. Yet it is often possible in studying the cancer patient’s life to 
identify things that were more likely than others to have done the 
most damage. Exposure to some carcinogens is more apt to be 
sufficient cause of the disease than others. This seems to have been 
the case with the Great Depression as well. 


The causes of the Great Depression were many, sufficiently so that 
they have required a long chapter to explore. In the end, though, the 
greatest weight must be assigned to the effects of an income 
distribution that was bad and getting worse. Michael Harrington has 
succinctly stated the problem: “The capitalist genius for production 
was on a collision course with the capitalist limits on consumption.” 
A recent statistical analysis of the origins of the Depression has 
concluded that, although the data are not sufficient to answer many 
questions, they do point toward the belief that “the Depression was 
the result of a drop in autonomous expenditures, particularly 
consumption.” The most persuasive reasons for that drop have to do 
with poor distribution of income. It seems more than coincidental 
that the shares of income going to the upper reaches of American 
society have been appreciably smaller in the years of postwar 
prosperity than they were in 1929. (See table, this page.) 


Maldistribution was only one among many roots of the Great 
Depression, but it was the taproot. It led to both underconsumption 
and oversaving, and it helped fuel stock speculation. Maldistribution 
was the most important factor in the greatest paradox of the 
Depression. As eloquently stated in a 1932 article in Current History: 


We still pray to be given each day our daily bread. Yet there is too much bread, too 
much wheat and corn, meat and oil and almost every other commodity required by 
man for his subsistence and material happiness. We are not able to purchase the 
abundance that modern methods of agriculture, mining and manufacture make 
available in such bountiful quantities. Why is mankind being asked to go hungry and 
cold and poverty stricken in the midst of plenty? 


Here was the central question of the Depression.? 


* A table comparing income distribution in 1929 with that in selected years since, down to 
1981, appears in Chapter 15, this page. 


3 -In the Right Place 
at the Wrong Time?— 
Herbert Hoover 
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myth, often to the point where it is very difficult to convince 

anyone that a given leader was different from his popular 
image. Some presidents—Washington, Lincoln, the Roosevelts, to 
name a few—are the subject of generally positive myths, others 
negative images. No past president, though, has suffered quite as 
much abuse as Herbert Hoover. He is used as an example of a poor 
leader, a weak president, an awful politician. Russell Baker’s Aunt 
Pat informed her young nephew of some of the sins of President 
Hoover in 1932: “People were starving because of Herbert Hoover. 
My mother was out of work because of Herbert Hoover. Men were 


T= public memory of many of our presidents is clouded by 


killing themselves because of Herbert Hoover, and their fatherless 
children were being packed away to orphanages ... because of 
Herbert Hoover.” 


There has been a method to the mythology of Herbert Hoover. He 
has served Democrats for a half century in the same way the 
“Bloody Shirt” issue was used by Republicans in the decades 
following the Civil War. Blaming Hoover for the Great Depression, 
and implying (or actually saying) that he was a man who would 
provide relief for banks but not people, a president who would feed 
foreigners but would let his own people starve, were useful 
reminders that the Republican party was the party of little 
compassion, big business, and great depressions. (Some of the 
stereotypes, incidentally, may be more justified when applied to 
subsequent Republicans rather than to Hoover.) The ultimate use of 
the negative Hoover symbol may have been David Levine’s cartoon 
on the cover of the New York Review of Books in June 1970. It 
showed a man removing a Nixon mask to reveal Hoover underneath. 


References to the “Hoover Depression” just will not go away. In 
congressional hearings in the spring of 1982, South Carolina Senator 
Ernest Hollings read a statement by Treasury Secretary Donald 
Regan asserting that President Reagan’s budget was “a blueprint for 
growth and prosperity.” Hollings exclaimed: “That’s Hoover talk, 
man!” As the economic collapse of the early 1980s worsened, more 
and more people were heard to mention the names “Reagan” and 
“Hoover” in the same breath. In September 1982, House Speaker 
Tip O’Neill called Reagan “Hoover with a smile.” Such implications 
of similarity between the two men are unfair—to Hoover. 


Nor are the bitter attacks on poor Hoover the sole property of 
Democrats and liberals. “Supply-side” economist Jude Wanniski 
charges: “Most one-term Presidents only have time for one truly 
disastrous decision but Herbert Hoover squeezed in two.” (He refers 
to Hoover’s signing of the Hawley-Smoot tariff and his tax increase 
of 1932.) Wanniski is not content with these charges. He goes on to 
imply that Hoover’s tariff was responsible for bringing Hitler to 
power! Even The Wall Street Journal has lambasted Hoover in recent 


years. The temptation is strong to say that with such a host of 
enemies on opposing sides, Hoover must have been doing something 
right. This is not necessarily so, but the diversity of Hoover’s critics 
ought at least to make us more curious about his philosophy and 
actions. 


My purpose here is not to reverse the Hoover image but to 
examine Herbert Hoover so that his role in the Great Depression can 
become more comprehensible. 


Until the publication of several highly competent works in the last 
decade or so, finding the “real” Herbert Hoover was no easy task. 
Hoover’s own Memoirs were done very carelessly and are chock-full 
of errors, beginning with an incorrect date for his own birth and 
carrying through, according to biographer David Burner, hundreds 
of other mistakes. Even with the recent scholarship, many facts 
about Herbert Hoover remain beyond our knowledge. He was a very 
private person, and less can be said about his inner life than we 
would like to know in order to paint an accurate portrait. Since the 
opening of the Hoover papers in the 1960s, however, it has become 
possible to offer a reassessment of Hoover and to do so with some 
confidence. ! 


Prior to 1929, Hoover was a symbol, as he has been since; but 
before the Crash he symbolized something vastly different from 
what he came to stand for later. Herbert Hoover was the foremost 
example of the idea of the New Era. Much of the public seemed to 
agree that he was the perfect man for the presidency: an expert, an 
engineer, a businessman, a “nonpolitician,” a humanitarian. 
Optimism was the order of the day in the late twenties, and it was 
no coincidence that Hoover entitled the volume of his speeches from 
the 1928 campaign “The New Day.” But, like Henry Ford, Hoover 
was not only a symbol of the new that people so loved in the 
twenties; he also seemed to embody the old ways. His image was a 
“highly successful blend of modern and traditional themes.” 


And image is the proper word. Hoover was the first important 
figure in American politics to use the techniques of modern public 


relations on a massive scale. His publicity agents were so successful 
in selling their product that Hoover was generally seen in the 
twenties as a “human symbol of efficiency,” a super businessman 
who could solve any problems that might arise. “We were in a mood 
for magic,” journalist Anne O’Hare McCormick recalled of Hoover’s 
inauguration. “We had summoned a great engineer to solve our 
problems for us; now we sat back comfortably and confidently to 
watch the problems being solved.” 


The image-makers had worked wonders for Hoover. But in the 
process they “oversold” him and created a dangerous situation. 
Hoover recognized the problem just before he took office, when he 
told a newspaper editor that he feared “the exaggerated idea the 
people have conceived of me. They have a conviction that I am a 
sort of superman, that no problem is beyond my capacity.” “If some 
unprecedented calamity should come upon the nation,” the 
President-elect went on, “. I would be sacrificed to the 
unreasoning disappointment of a people who expected too much.” 


In the twenties, the public conception of Hoover rivaled that of 
Henry Ford as the perfect embodiment of the American Dream. 
Orphaned and very poor at the age of nine, Hoover was a self-made 
millionaire thirty years later. In the 1920s this dream seemed viable, 
but when the dream became a nightmare in the thirties, most people 
had no desire to be reminded of it. People in depressions are not 
likely to have kind views of self-made men. Ford and Hoover both 
learned this unpleasant lesson in the early thirties.2 


The help of publicity agents notwithstanding, Herbert Hoover’s 
career prior to reaching the nation’s highest office was remarkable. 
In that background can be found the character traits that led Hoover 
to deal with the Depression in the way he did. 


Born in 1874 into a hardworking Quaker family in West Branch, 
Iowa, Herbert Hoover’s religious upbringing left a distinct imprint 
on him. The Friends were not opposed to worldly success, which 
they saw as the just reward for individual effort, but they held that 
one who was enriched by society owed a great obligation of service 


to his fellow citizens. The successful member of the Society of 
Friends has a trust to do good and to bring order to a part of the 
world. Quaker individualism was a long way from social Darwinism. 
Hoover expressed the belief well when he said that what was 
needed was “ordered liberty,” not “individualism run riot.” 


Hoover’s father died when Bert (as he was called by family and 
friends) was six, and his mother passed away less than four years 
later. Thereafter young Hoover was shuttled among the households 
of various relatives. At age eleven he joined relatives in Oregon. His 
life was beyond his control. As an adult Hoover constantly sought to 
impose order and stability on his surroundings, to gain personal 
control. The Friends among whom the future President grew up may 
have been friendly, but there was a definite lack of warmth around 
the boy. He was lonely and his boyhood was decidedly austere. 


Young Hoover was poorly prepared for college, but the new 
Stanford University was in need of students and admitted him to its 
first class, despite a serious deficiency in English that would trouble 
him throughout his career. At Stanford, Hoover aligned himself with 
the poorer student faction—the “barbarians”—against the fraternity 
boys. In 1893, Bert Hoover ran for elective office for the first of only 
three times in his life. He won the race for Stanford student body 
treasurer, but did not offer himself to an electorate again until he 
sought the presidency of the United States thirty-five years later. 


Hoover took his engineering degree from the new university when 
the nation was in the depths of the depression of the 1890s, and he 
found it necessary to accept a job as a laborer in a mine. Within a 
few months, though, he landed a position as an engineer with a 
British mining company operating in Australia. Over the next 
several years, Hoover worked in mining operations all over the 
globe, using his skills as an engineer to move into the business as a 
manager and promoter. It was not true, as his publicity agents later 
claimed, that he never knew failure in his mining and business 
ventures, but the degree of his accomplishment was great. It was 
revealing of Hoover that he never acknowledged the few failures 
interspersed in his overall success. At the age of twenty-nine, 


Hoover was a financier-promoter-geologist-engineer-metallurgist. He 
was internationally famous as “the Great Engineer.” When the 
United States entered World War I, Hoover was worth $4 million. 
He held the opinion that if a man “has not made a million dollars by 
the time he is forty he is not worth much.” 


Having made his money, Hoover turned to his Quaker duty of 
service. In London when the war began, he was asked to assist 
Americans caught in Europe. He soon joined an effort to assist the 
people of Belgium, a neutral country overrun by German armies 
invading France. Hoover quickly “took charge” of the Commission 
for Relief in Belgium. Its achievement—and his—was phenomenal. 
The CRB fed more than 9 million people in Belgium and northern 
France over a period of nearly five years. The overhead costs were 
kept to an incredible one-half of 1 percent. And child mortality was 
actually lower in the area the CRB helped than it had ever been 
before. Here was efficiency! The experience confirmed Hoover’s 
belief that voluntary action could meet any crisis. Ironically, 
though, 78 percent of the CRB’s funds came from government help. 


The subsequent service Hoover rendered as United States food 
administrator during the war and director general of the American 
Relief Administration after the Armistice only added to his renown. 
The former task involved a vast increase in American agricultural 
production and a huge effort to cut consumption. Hoover’s agency 
conserved without resort to rationing, another example of the 
efficacy of voluntary action. And the postwar European relief effort 
saved upward of 100 million lives. Hoover had much of which he 
could be justly proud. After the Versailles conference, John Maynard 
Keynes singled out Herbert Hoover as “the only man who emerged 
from the ordeal of Paris with an enhanced reputation.” “Never was a 
nobler work of disinterested goodwill carried through with more 
tenacity and sincerity and skill, and with less thanks either asked or 
given,” Keynes declared. Hoover’s agents could not have said it 
better, but it was essentially true. The tributes were effusive. The 
word “Hooverize,” meaning to economize for a noble purpose, 
entered the language for a time. Hooverstrassen and other variants of 


streets named for him appeared in many European towns. Such uses 
of his name provide a graphic illustration of how different his 
reputation was in 1919 from what it became in 1933, when the 
most common derivative was “Hooverville.” 


To Americans as well as Europeans, Hoover was a hero, a “gruff 
humanitarian” who could accomplish miracles. “I think,” Brand 
Whitlock, the progressive former mayor of Toledo, wrote of Hoover 
to Secretary of War Newton Baker in 1917, “he is precisely the man 
that the liberal movement in America, as you and I understand it, 
needs ... his hardness is all on the surface.” Other progressives 
agreed. “He is truly a wonder, and I wish we could make him 
President,” wrote Woodrow Wilson’s assistant secretary of the Navy 
in a 1920 letter. “There couldn’t be a better one.” It was an opinion 
the writer, Franklin D. Roosevelt, would eventually alter, but not 
until after Hoover was in the White House. In 1928, FDR still 
referred to Hoover as “an old personal friend.” 


Hoover was the Great Progressive Hope for 1920. He appeared to 
be just the ticket—a “hardheaded moralist,” that wonderful paradox 
so loved by Americans, the “practical idealist.” Although most of his 
relatives were Republicans, Hoover had never been actively 
involved in politics. Progressives in both parties wanted to claim 
him. The Democrats, desperately in need of a superman to replace 
Wilson and stem the Republican tide, might have nominated 
Hoover. But at the end of March of the election year he finally 
publicly announced his Republican affiliation and his willingness, 
under certain conditions, to be drafted. The New York Times 
translated the meaning of Hoover’s statement: “In effect, Mr. Hoover 
tells the Republican party he would like to belong to [it] if [it] will 
be the kind of a party to which he would like to belong. And that, if 
he belongs to it, he would have no objection to leading it.” The 
Republican bosses were not interested. 


When Warren Harding began to form his Cabinet, he said he 
wanted the “best minds.” The progressive Hoover was appointed to 
Commerce, balancing the arch-conservative Mellon (of whom 
Harding had never heard before the appointment was suggested to 


him) at Treasury. Hoover’s talents and ideals had a new showcase, 
one in which it could be seen just what sort of progressive he was. 


In his post at Commerce during the eight years of the Harding- 
Coolidge administrations, Herbert Hoover demonstrated both his 
character and his beliefs in ways that clearly prefigured his tragic 
presidency. The department itself moved from the shadows to the 
center stage of government activity. Whether Mellon was, as his 
friends insisted, “the greatest Secretary of the Treasury since 
Alexander Hamilton” (which, it may be helpful to point out, they 
meant as a compliment) or only the greatest since Carter Glass (who 
had held the post under Wilson), Hoover was the greatest secretary 
of commerce in our history. “There is reason to doubt,” TRB wrote 
in The New Republic in 1925, “whether in the whole history of the 
American government a Cabinet officer has engaged in such wide 
diversity of activities or covered quite so much ground.” 


Hoover had no use for the strict laissez-faire attitude of the 
nineteenth century. As early as 1909 the future President declared, 
“The time when the employer could ride roughshod over his labor is 
disappearing with the doctrine of ‘laissez faire’ on which it was 
founded. The sooner the fact is recognized, the better for the 
employer.” He often said that the root problem in our economic 
system was the unfair distribution of income between labor and 
capital. Nor did Herbert Hoover believe the government’s role in the 
economy ought to be minimized. He emphatically did not think that 
the business cycle was “natural” and so could not be mitigated by 
government action. He proposed a dynamic program for dealing 
with the depression of 1920-22 and, thanks to Hoover, President 
Harding took more action at that time than had ever been tried by 
any previous president in the face of economic collapse. 
Government actions, such as public works spending, should provide 
a “balance wheel” for the economy, Hoover maintained. After his 
1928 victory Hoover called for a “prosperity reserve fund” in which 
excess government income in times of prosperity would be held for 
use in providing jobs during hard times. This amounted to a small- 


scale countercyclical proposal, seven years before the publication of 
Keynes’s General Theory. 


Hoover’s views on taxation were similarly far removed from the 
Coolidge-Mellon philosophy. He told Harding that income from the 
securities of the “well-to-do” ought to be taxed at a higher rate than 
“earned” income. “I would like to see,” Hoover wrote in 1924, “a 
steeply graduated tax on legacies and gifts ... for the deliberate 
purpose of disintegrating large fortunes.” Hoover opposed taxes on 
necessities and believed that the lower and much of the middle class 
should be free of taxation. In direct contradiction to such people as 
Du Pont, Raskob, and Mellon (not to mention the present-day 
leaders of Hoover’s party), he said the burden should be borne by 
the rich. It should be seen as their social duty. 


Hoover was clearly not a strong champion of unrestricted 
capitalism. In his often-mentioned but seldom-read 1922 book, 
American Individualism, Hoover insisted that the key to the American 
system was equality of opportunity. He had no truck with the belief 
that people really were equal, an idea he wrote off as “the claptrap 
of the French Revolution.” For Hoover’s conception of the American 
system as just to be accurate, he had to argue that everyone in the 
“race” had an equal start and played by the same rules. Thanks to 
“free and universal education” and the government acting as 
“umpire of fairness,” candidate Hoover contended in 1928, each 
“runner” had a fair chance. Those who won were those who 
deserved to win. Given Hoover’s assumptions, this might seem to be 
a fair system. But it should be noticed that despite all the 
qualifications and regulations, Hoover had worked his way back 
into dangerous proximity of social Darwinism.¢ 


If the rationale for Hoover’s system approximated that of social 
Darwinism, however, his vision was well separated from dog-eat- 
dog, devil-take-the-hind-most individualism. Here was not “rugged 
individualism,” but what Hoover saw as a uniquely American blend 
of opposites, a nation of “socially responsible individualists.” “I 
believe we in America are developing a new economic thought, a 


new basis of community action ... cooperation,” Hoover wrote. He 
downplayed the differences among conservatism, liberalism, and 
progressivism. All aimed, or should aim, at his goal of equality of 
opportunity. One day he would find that opposites could not be 
united so easily. 


The emphasis on the American system may seem strange from one 
who spent so much time abroad. As with Thomas Jefferson, 
however, extensive foreign travels served to confirm Hoover’s belief 
in the superiority of American ways. One of the clearest effects of 
Hoover’s contacts with foreign systems was his conviction that 
government intervention in the economy, although necessary, must 
be strictly limited. “I have witnessed not only at home but abroad,” 
the Republican candidate said in 1928, “the many failures of 
government in business. I have seen its tyrannies, its injustices, its 
undermining of the very instincts which carry people forward to 
progress.” Hoover wanted a moral economy, by which he meant an 
efficient one, a progressive economy in the sense of achieving the 
most progress. Too much reliance on the national government to 
solve problems, he fervently believed, would endanger progress and 
efficiency, and subvert liberty as well. By “liberty,” though, he did 
not mean what the anti-New Deal “Liberty League” of the mid- 
thirties meant. “As to the Liberty of the Wall Street Model,” he 
wrote in 1934, “I am not for it ... they give no consideration to the 
fact that property or the power over property can be used to abuse 
Liberty. It can be used to dominate and limit the freedom of others.” 


What Herbert Hoover was grappling with was one of the 
fundamental problems of the United States in the twentieth century: 
how to apply our Jeffersonian heritage in a highly concentrated, 
urban industrial setting. Hoover spoke much in the language of 
Jefferson, Jackson, and Lincoln, but he understood that he lived in a 
different age. Individualism no longer meant “go it alone.” His ideal 
remained people ruling themselves, through voluntary cooperation. 
It was—and is—an attractive concept. Hoover was naive, but that, 
in a way, is refreshing. He clung to the belief that people could be 


gotten voluntarily to cooperate, share, and help their neighbors, that 
coercion was unnecessary. It may be more of a commentary on our 
age than on Hoover that most of us today do not understand him. 


But Herbert Hoover was not one to admit failure or that his ideals 
were unworkable. Throughout his career, as biographer Joan Hoff 
Wilson has noted, Hoover had a large “capacity for self-delusion 
where failure was involved.” In his business career he had a 
tendency “of ignoring, dismissing, whitewashing, or even falsely 
claiming success for those inevitable financial failures common in 
any speculative profession.” At least one of his mining ventures in 
Australia, for example, was a large failure. As he would not admit 
failure in business, neither would he in ideas. Herbert Hoover 
constructed his values into a closed system and would not let events 
or facts upset his ideal vision. His system—unlike the real world— 
was based on rationality, but he was irrational in his defense of it. 


Here is one of the great Hoover ironies. Although he was the 
Great Engineer, the objective scientist who said all that was needed 
to make the government work was to collect the facts, he came 
finally to reject those facts that did not support his viewpoint. It is 
impossible to understand Herbert Hoover and his reaction to the 
Depression without seeing that he was that rarest of politicians, a 
man of principle. He was an idealist who firmly (and rightly) 
believed that means cannot be separated from ends. This was 
admirable up to a point. But his method proved disastrous during 
the Depression when crisis conditions demanded results without 
much concern about method. 


The ends desired by Herbert Hoover were not so different from 
those sought by Franklin Roosevelt. All the public images to the 
contrary notwithstanding, Hoover was not opposed to helping 
Depression victims and did not favor letting the “unfit” fend for 
themselves. What Hoover sought was the sort of vast voluntary 
effort that he had witnessed during the war. He wanted people to 
rise to the challenge through charitable organizations. His pleas 
were answered. Private giving in the United States reached a record 
level in 1932. What Hoover desperately wanted to avoid was not 


assistance for the poor, but the demoralizing effects of a federal 
dole, which he believed would be “to lower wages toward the bare 
subsistence level and to endow the slackers.” The President insisted, 
though, that his first priority was to prevent suffering. “I am willing 
to pledge myself,” he declared in February 1931, “that if the time 
should ever come that the voluntary agencies of the country 
together with the local and state governments are unable to find 
resources with which to prevent hunger and suffering in my 
country, I will ask the aid of every resource of the Federal 
Government....” But Hoover said he had “faith in the American 
people that such a day [would] never come.” Exactly. Hoover by 
this time was operating on faith, not facts. 


It was not that Hoover rejected all facts and always refused to 
take pragmatic action. He finally accepted the conclusion that 
voluntary action would not save the nation’s banks, so he agreed to 
government intervention to help them. He continued, though, to 
reject federal relief for the unemployed. “In the one case,” as 
historian Albert Romasco has pointed out, Hoover “faced the facts 
as he found them and acted; in the other, he persistently denied the 
facts and refused to act.” The President was willing to handle the 
banking crisis pragmatically, but remained idealistic in dealing with 
unemployment. Hoover seemed to many Americans to be splitting 
ideological hairs while people starved. 


In a similar vein, President Hoover endorsed a $45 million 
appropriation to feed the livestock of Arkansas farmers during the 
1930 drought, but rejected a grant of $25 million for food for the 
farmers and their families. As in the case of unemployment relief, 
the President was worried about destroying people’s self-reliance 
and “spiritual responses.” Hogs and bankers, it seemed, were in one 
category, while farmers and the unemployed were in another. 
Hoover saw no danger of undermining the independence and self- 
respect of the former group, but was more solicitous of the latter’s 
spiritual health. 


It was not that there was anything inherently wrong with 
Hoover’s ideals, but that he held to them so tenaciously, if 


sometimes inconsistently. In upholding his values no matter what 
and refusing to go along with the demands of the American people 
during the Depression, Herbert Hoover became, in biographer Joan 
Hoff Wilson’s words, “the remembered reactionary and forgotten 
Progressive.” 


The reasons for Hoover’s politically suicidal adherence to his 
principles must be sought in his character and _ psychological 
makeup. Herbert Hoover’s greatest virtue may have been his 
consistency; his worst defect was his rigidity. These are, of course, 
two terms for what is basically the same quality. If we choose to say 
that a person is tenacious, unshakable, or steadfast we are usually 
praising him; to call him stubborn, obstinate, or pigheaded is to 
condemn him. Other terms, such as inflexible, uncompromising, or 
adamant, might be used in either a positive or negative sense. 
Hoover was all of these things—or this one thing—but whether it is 
good or bad depends not only upon the adjective chosen but also 
upon the conditions under which one is unyielding. 


Herbert Hoover became so unbending in his commitment to his 
beliefs that he was willing to contradict the obvious. Despite all the 
evidence of the gross inadequacy of local relief efforts, Hoover said 
in his December 1931 State of the Union address that “Our people 
are providing against distress from unemployment in true American 
fashion by magnificent response to public appeal and by action of 
the local governments.” Richard Hofstadter explained Hoover’s 
apparent mental process well: “Because, on his postulates, his 
program should have been successful, he went on talking as though 
it were, and the less his ideas worked, the more defiantly he 
advocated them.” 


Hoover’s commitment to his ideas was so strong that when they 
had failed completely by mid-1932, he could offer only to try the 
same ideas over again. In the end, his rigidity was a matter of pride. 
In 1962, two years before his death, Hoover wrote to a friend: “The 
world has gone bye [sic] you and me. However it is some 


satisfaction that you and I have gone through the agonies of these 
years without ‘deviations.’ ” Herbert Hoover “stayed the course.” 


Next to his refusal to “deviate,” Hoover’s most notable 
characteristic was his apparent scientific detachment. He seems to 
have been a man of little personal warmth. His great humanitarian 
efforts involved masses of people and were acts of administrative 
efficiency, not personal contact. He evidenced little emotion or 
empathy with individual sufferers. Much of his life before entering 
Harding’s Cabinet had been spent roaming the globe, often entailing 
long absences from his family. While we still do not know very 
much about his private life, there are many indications that it was 
nearly as impersonal as his public appearance. In the New Era none 
of this was held against Hoover. His image as “efficiently cold- 
blooded” suited the public mood in the 1920s. During the 
Depression, though, compassion came to be more highly prized than 
detached efficiency. 


In order to be efficient, it is usually thought necessary to be a 
hard worker. This Herbert Hoover was. The contrast with Coolidge 
is overwhelming. Hoover hated idleness, an attitude that helps to 
account both for his despising the “idle rich” and his fear of the 
“dole” creating an “idle poor.” He would not be idle himself. 
Smashing his immediate predecessor’s precedent of long vacations, 
Hoover panicked at the very idea and tried to avoid vacations 
entirely. If forced to take one, he would hurry from one sightseeing 
spot to the next at breakneck speed. 


Herbert Hoover was that unusual—but far from unique—person 
who is both shy and possessed by a passion for publicity. He had, 
according to David Burner, “the need of an orphan to show the 
world he had made good.” Hoover wanted credit for what was 
accomplished, but he also was, or wanted to be, humble, as befits a 
Quaker. A private person with a large ego runs certain risks. 
Bernard Baruch pointed out Hoover’s problem, while overstating it. 
Hoover had, the financier asserted, “delusions of grandeur—he 
really believes all the wonderful things he has written about 
himself.” 


Any man who craves success and fears failure to more than the 
ordinary degree is likely to be hypersensitive to criticism, and 
Hoover was no exception. Coolidge’s policy was “If you don’t like it, 
don’t read it.” Hoover was incapable of assuming this attitude. One 
critic in 1931 said that the President was “thin-skinned and 
sensitive.” The same could have been said of him before the 
Depression, when there was far less provocation from detractors. 
The political life may have held great attractions for such a man, 
but it was not the best life for him.® 


“Politics,” wrote William Allen White in a marvelous mixed 
metaphor, “is one of the minor branches of harlotry, and Hoover’s 
frigid desire to live a virtuous life and not follow the Pauline maxim 
and be all things to all men, is one of the things that has reduced the 
oil in his machinery and shot a bearing.” Certainly the general 
assessment is that Herbert Hoover was a poor politician. The weight 
of the evidence supports that view, but more than a few grams can 
also be counted on the other side of the scale. 


Republican congressional leaders were generally hostile to 
Hoover. They questioned his “Republicanism”—the nonpartisan 
stance that pleased so many voters did not meet the approval of 
party leaders. Senate majority leader James E. Watson of Indiana 
was barely on speaking terms with the President. “How can a man 
follow the President unless he has St. Vitus’s dance?” Watson asked. 
Isolationists and “patriots” in Congress questioned the 
“Americanism” of the citizen-of-the-world in the White House. In a 
private 1931 letter, California’s Hiram Johnson referred to Hoover 
as “the Englishman in the White House.” 


Congressional distaste for Hoover was generously reciprocated. 
He once called Congress “that beer garden up there on the hill,” and 
cited one senator as “the only verified case of a negative IQ.” After 
the Depression began, the President saw the proper role for 
Congress as that of spectator. There was, in his opinion, no need for 
legislation, so Congress was just an annoyance to a recovery plan 
that would be a cooperative effort of the White House and business 
leaders. 


A poor relationship with Congress can often be overcome if a 
president has the public behind him. But here Hoover’s political 
weaknesses manifested themselves. After all the wonderful publicity 
work of earlier years, Hoover as president was unable to present 
himself to advantage. He always insisted upon writing his own 
speeches. It was a serious mistake, as the activity consumed huge 
amounts of time and yielded generally poor results. Hoover’s prose 
was, one historian has noted, always “suggestive of a light fog 
moving over a bleak landscape.” Nor did the content of some of his 
statements help his standing with the public. Some of the things he 
said appeared callous, disingenuous, or just plain stupid. In March 
1930 the President announced, without any statistics upon which to 
base the assertion, that the worst of the unemployment would be 
over within sixty days. He was trying to build confidence and may 
have believed it, so we will forgive that one. Less understandable 
was his declaration a few months later to a visiting group of public 
works advocates: “Gentlemen, you have come sixty days too late. 
The Depression is over.” On another occasion Hoover told the press 
that things were not so bad: “The hoboes, for example, are better 
fed than they have ever been. One hobo in New York got ten meals 
in one day.” At least the President was still wedded to statistical 
precision, even if his sources of information were slipping to the sort 
of anecdotes later so favored by Ronald Reagan. In writing his 
Memoirs, Hoover made the fascinating statement that during the 
early thirties “many persons left their jobs for the more profitable 
one of selling apples.”7 


Had Calvin Coolidge run and won in 1928, he would have been 
president for longer than anyone who had served before him. As the 
country neared the crest of the wave called Coolidge Prosperity, the 
incumbent President seemingly could have had reelection for the 
asking. He did not ask. On one of his long vacations, in the Black 
Hills of South Dakota, on August 2, 1927, Coolidge took the most 
surprising action of his presidency. He summoned reporters and as 
they filed by him he handed each one a small slip of paper reading: 


“I do not choose to run for President in nineteen twenty-eight.” 
Reporters asked for further comment, but Coolidge said “None” and 
proceeded to lunch. 


The most intriguing reasons for Coolidge’s decision to step down 
center on the possibility that he foresaw what was coming. First 
Lady Grace Coolidge put it most succinctly: “Poppa says there’s a 
depression coming.” By the accounts of both Mrs. Coolidge and 
Senator Watson, the President believed that times were changing 
and that he was better suited to the passing than the coming era. “I 
know how to save money,” Mrs. Coolidge said her husband told a 
member of the Cabinet, “... Perhaps the time has come when we 
ought to spend money. I do not feel that I am qualified to do that.” 
“From this time on,” Coolidge told Watson, “there must be 
something constructive applied to the affairs of government, and it 
will not be sufficient to say, ‘Let business take care of itself.’ ” 
Coolidge knew he was not the man to undertake such a constructive 
policy. 

A simpler explanation for President Coolidge’s decision is that, 
never energetic, he had grown increasingly tired. Being president 
had become more of a burden than the novelty it had once been. On 
the way back from issuing his statement, Coolidge told Republican 
Senator Arthur Capper of Kansas: “Ten years in Washington is 
longer than any other man has had it—too long!” This cautious 
Yankee was not one to wear out his welcome. 


If the nation must do without Coolidge, what better choice could 
there be than Herbert Hoover? If “something constructive” must be 
done, Hoover was the man to do it. He won the Republican 
nomination handily. 


The Democrats met in Houston and managed to bind over the 
wounds of four years earlier sufficiently to nominate Al Smith on 
the first ballot. It has often been said that Smith had no chance to 
win because he was a Catholic, an urbanite, and an opponent of 
prohibition. This is only partially correct. That Smith had no chance 
to win is true, but the principal reason had nothing to do with his 
religion, origins, or positions on issues. At the height of Republican 


prosperity, no Democrat, even a Methodist born in a log cabin in 
Indiana who was as dry as the Sahara and a member in good 
standing of the Klan, could have defeated Hoover. This is not to say 
that these issues may not have hurt Smith, or even that one of them 
might not have been sufficient in itself to cause his defeat. The point 
is simply that they were unnecessary to Hoover’s victory; the 
prosperity issue—“A Chicken in Every Pot, Two Cars in Every 
Garage”—was decisive. 


Something momentous was taking place in American political life 
in 1928. In much of the country Al Smith was ridiculed for his 
background working in the Fulton Fish Market, his poor education 
and grammar, his Lower East Side pronunciation. Cartoons 
portrayed him as an urban ruffian, a man who would disgrace the 
Office of President of the United States. This was a direct reversal of 
an earlier development in American politics in which the poorly 
educated, ungrammatical country roughneck—symbolized by 
Andrew Jackson—became the embodiment of American democracy. 
Then the urban enemy was pictured as cultured, educated, an 
undemocratic “professor,” the role for which John Quincy Adams 
seemed well cast in 1828. A century later, though, the East and the 
city had taken on a very different character in the rhetoric of rural 
America. Perhaps more important, the “ploughman” of whom 
Jefferson had spoken so reverently and whom Jacksonians had 
elevated above the professor—the simple working man looked down 
upon by the elite—had moved to the city and exchanged his plow 
for an assembly-line wrench. The effects of this change were fully 
apparent for the first time in the Depression decade. 


It was not plain that Smith was the more liberal and Hoover the 
more conservative candidate in 1928. Despite their vastly different 
backgrounds both men were “administrative progressives.” It was no 
coincidence that both wound up bitter opponents of the New Deal. 
Smith and Raskob spared no effort in trying to “out-Coolidge” 
Hoover. Smith followed the advice of his predecessor as Democratic 
presidential nominee. “When will we get done with the fool idea 
that the way to make the party grow is to scare away everybody 


who has an extra dollar in his pocket?” John W. Davis asked in 
1925. “God forbid that the Democratic party should become a mere 
gathering of the unsuccessful!” If God was not interested in 
forbidding it, Smith and Raskob were. Their attempt to repeal 
prohibition and shift the tax burden to the poor spent $7 million, 
compared to the $9 million Hoover effort. This was a spending ratio 
far better than the Democrats usually enjoy, but it did them little 
good at the polls. 


For his part, Hoover ran a mildly progressive campaign. Despite 
the mildness of his progressivism, it was enough to upset many Wall 
Streeters. Hoover was known to favor a cooling of stock speculation. 
Although they would have preferred Coolidge—or Mellon—“the 
Interests” had to settle for Hoover, who spoke in favor of public 
power and labor unions and against strike-stopping injunctions. 
Franklin Roosevelt wrote letters to businessmen warning that 
Hoover had “shown in his own Department a most alarming desire 
to issue regulations and to tell businessmen generally how to 
conduct their affairs.” Business interests, FDR assured his friends in 
that line, would be safer with Smith than with Hoover in the White 
House. It was all to no avail. 


In September, Roger Babson warned that “if Smith should be 
elected with a Democratic Congress we are almost certain to have a 
resulting business depression in 1929.” It was a warning similar to 
the one in the probably apocryphal story about the man who was 
warned in 1964 that if he voted for Barry Goldwater the United 
States would become deeply involved in Vietnam and the nation 
would be torn apart. A few years later the man ran into the person 
who had made the warning and said to him: “You were right. I 
voted for Goldwater and all those terrible things happened.” 


Hoover crushed Smith by more than 6 million popular votes and 
won the electoral college by a greater margin than Harding had 
eight years before. The outcome—if not its magnitude—was entirely 
predictable months before the ballots were cast. (It is tempting to 
speculate that some dry, anti-urban, anti-Catholic Democrats may 
have dropped their opposition to Smith on the grounds that anyone 


they nominated was going to lose, so he might as well be a Catholic, 
whose religion could be blamed for the defeat, making another 
Catholic nominee unlikely for years to come.) The 1928 Republican 
victory was so decisive that the party’s domination seemed assured 
for another generation. The title of an article by the Democratic 
National Committee’s former publicity director expressed the 
political wisdom of the day: “Will the Democrats follow the Whigs?” 
Like the similar inquiries about the Republicans after 1936, 1964, 
and 1974, this question was premature. In accepting his nomination, 
Hoover had declared: “We in America today are nearer to the final 
triumph over poverty than ever before in the history of any land. 
The poorhouse is vanishing from among us.... We shall soon with 
the help of God be in sight of the day when poverty will be banished 
from this nation.” It was a statement that came back to haunt 
Hoover more than any other. The candidate had left himself few 
outs. It soon became apparent that God either was not a Republican 
or had decided that the Great Engineer needed no help. In any 
event, God offered to take none of the blame for the Depression. 
Herbert Hoover was left to answer alone when prosperity, rather 
than poverty, was banished from this nation. 


Herbert Hoover’s presidency began with great expectations. This, 
of course, could be said of most, if not all, administrations. But 
hopes were especially high in 1929. For many, the greatest hope 
was the return of progressivism after eight years of conservative 
Republican rule. Among the new President’s more _ interesting 
symbolic acts were the closing of the White House stables and the 
retirement of the presidential yacht. Before his first week in office 
ended, Hoover openly declared that “excessive fortunes are a 
menace to true liberty by the accumulation and inheritance of 
economic power.” 


Within a few months Hoover’s plans were upset by the Crash. 
Previous presidents—with the partial exception of Harding (and that 
mostly at Hoover’s urging)—had followed a simple policy in dealing 
with economic depressions: they waited. This was in keeping with 


the mystical approach to economics—the belief that the business 
cycle was “natural” and beyond the ability of men to influence. 
Adam Smith’s invisible hand would automatically correct economic 
problems. 


Sitting and waiting were alien to Herbert Hoover’s temperament. 
His great confidence in humankind’s abilities—and his own—led 
him to believe that action could mitigate the effects of an economic 
downturn. He moved swiftly and boldly to stem the decline. Hoover 
sought to create a business-labor-government partnership that 
would reverse the usual behavior of depression periods. Within a 
month of the October 1929 stock market crash, President Hoover 
began a series of conferences with leaders in all fields. He got 
employers to pledge not to cut wages. This, he hoped, would 
maintain purchasing power. If wages were to fall, it should happen 
only after prices had dropped. If workers were assured that their 
real wages would not decline, they might be persuaded to buy. The 
usual inclination in hard times is, of course, to cut back and save as 
much as possible. Hoover and the business group he organized, the 
National Business Survey Conference, urged Americans to reverse 
their frugal habits and spend the nation back to prosperity. 


Along similar lines, the President sharply increased spending for 
public works. In 1931 public works expenditures reached the 
unheard-of sum of $700 million. In the past, such government 
spending had, like personal buying, been cut in depressions. 
Hoover’s initial response amounted to joining with business and 
other leaders in what Walter Lippmann called “an open conspiracy 
not to deflate.” The hope was that the Wall Street crash could be 
isolated and that everyone else could proceed as if it had not 
happened. 


The essential ingredient needed for rapid recovery, President 
Hoover firmly believed, was confidence. What mattered was not 
reality, but the expectations of businessmen. The President wasted 
no time in launching his confidence offensive. “The fundamental 
business of the country, that is production and distribution of 
commodities,” Hoover declared on the day after Black Thursday, 


October 24, 1929, when the bottom fell out of the stock market, “is 
on a sound and prosperous basis.” Less than a month later the 
President assured the nation that “any lack of confidence in the 
economic future or the strength of business in the United States is 
foolish.” 


His understandable desire to engender confidence led Hoover 
down a disastrous path. He hoped that prediction of prosperity 
would be father to the fact. But his optimistic talk backfired when it 
quickly proved to be groundless. Hoover’s statements then looked at 
best ridiculous, at worst heartless and fabricated. Soon the President 
and his cohorts were publicizing only those statistics that were 
reassuring. And when no numbers fitting that description were 
available, they began to imply that such favorable figures existed. 
Hoover’s quest for confidence became desperate. In the fall of 1931 
he took time off to go to Philadelphia for a World Series game. The 
only purpose of the trip was to try to convince people that normal 
times were returning. 


The idea of bringing about recovery through building confidence 
was not a foolish one. Three underlying problems thwarted the plan: 
First, the collapse was far worse than almost anyone realized, and 
optimistic talk is a drug that either works in the initial dose or not 
at all. The Great Depression was too serious a disease to be cured 
instantly by an injection of confidence. The second reason for the 
failure of Hoover’s prescription was that he was not the proper 
physician to administer it. The President talked optimism, but he 
looked and acted pessimistic. “He took an unnecessarily dark view 
of situations,” Baruch contended. It was one of Hoover’s most 
striking contrasts with Roosevelt, and a trait that was most 
inopportune during the Depression. 


The third problem with the business-confidence approach was 
that it proved to be self-defeating. Hoover concluded that the most 
essential factor in restoring an optimistic business climate was 
balancing the budget. “The course of unbalanced budgets is the road 
of ruin,” he declared. The President therefore devoted much of his 
energies in 1931 and 1932 to the goal of a balanced budget, which 


was hopeless under the circumstances. Yet, as Hoover himself had 
recognized in less frantic times, cutting spending and raising taxes 
diminished purchasing power and made the situation worse. 


As Hoover’s hopes collapsed with the economy, his rigidity grew 
more pronounced. He began to sound more like his reactionary 
adversaries than the generally progressive man he had always been. 
“We cannot legislate ourselves out of a world economic depression,” 
the President told a press conference in May 1931, “we can and will 
work ourselves out.” A month later Hoover told an Indianapolis 
audience that the notion that we could get out of the Depression by 
congressional action was similar to believing that we could 
“exorcise a Caribbean hurricane by statutory law.” This was a far 
cry from the 1929 Hoover, who insisted that business cycles were 
not like the weather, and were susceptible to human remedies. A 
year later, the same President who earlier had so greatly increased 
public works expenditures was denouncing one of the relief bills 
before Congress as “an unexampled raid on the public treasury.” 
“We cannot thus squander ourselves into prosperity,” Hoover 
lectured.? 


The Depression was bringing forth a “new Hoover,” clearly an 
outgrowth from the same roots as the old one, but with different 
and less attractive foliage. 


It should be apparent by now that although Herbert Hoover was 
taken as a symbol for the New Era, his views were at wide variance 
with those of the Coolidges, Mellons, and Raskobs. As the 
Commerce secretary during Coolidge Prosperity and the nominee of 
the Republican party in 1928, Hoover became associated with a 
constellation of beliefs to which he did not adhere—at least not 
fully. Progressive social worker Lillian Wald protested in 1928 that 
in the campaign Hoover was working with men he had previously 
said “made him vomit.” There was no great affection between 
Coolidge and Hoover. “Mr. Coolidge was a real conservative,” 
Hoover later remarked, “probably the equal of Benjamin Harrison.... 
He was a fundamentalist in religion, in the economic and social 


order, and in fishing.” Hoover drew a line between himself and any 
man so conservative that he fished with worms. During the 1928 
campaign, the two men appeared together and barely talked. 
(Donald McCoy explains the relationship between them in an 
interesting fashion: “If Coolidge disliked Herbert Hoover, it must be 
remembered that he disliked many men.”) Hoover’s view of Mellon 
was even less charitable. He believed—with ample evidence—that 
the Treasury secretary was a hopeless reactionary. The new 
President retained the old secretary of the Treasury only because of 
the trouble that would be raised in business circles if he let him go. 


In the late thirties, Herbert Hoover pleaded that he not be made 
“a whipping boy for the ‘New Era.’ ” “I was,” he wrote to Mrs. 
Sinclair Lewis in 1937, “neither the inventor nor the promotor nor 
the supporter of the destructive currents of that period.” Hoover 
insisted that he was merely the New Era’s “ ‘receiver’ when it went 
into collapse.” This seemingly self-serving statement was actually 
very close to the truth. As a progressive (of sorts) in 1928, Hoover 
was out of step with his times. The greatest of all the Hoover ironies 
is that he remained out of step by changing not with the times, but 
against them. Conservatism was popular when Hoover was elected 
and he was wrongly seen as a conservative. As the Depression 
caused that philosophy to lose its popularity, Hoover was unjustly 
blamed for being a conservative. Always overly sensitive to 
criticism, the President moved further to the right to defend a 
record that was not his, but Coolidge’s and Mellon’s. In defending 
that record, Hoover increasingly made it his own. 


In a very complex way, several of Hoover’s character traits came 
together to put him on a collision course with the American people. 
His own record of success ill equipped him for dealing with failure. 
Hence he naturally became more conservative as economic 
conditions worsened. His sensitivity to criticism enhanced his 
natural rigidity and caused him defensively to embrace positions he 
had not really held but was being blamed for. Hoover’s need to be 
in control and to get credit led him to reject proposals from 
Congress and others. As the American people moved leftward, 


Hoover was in no position to place himself at the head of the 
parade. Accordingly, he marched in the opposite direction. 


By the 1932 campaign, President Hoover had become an almost 
full-fledged conservative, or at least he sounded like one. His 
speeches were “a defense of a record, not a plan for reconstruction.” 
The once great progressive was reduced by the later stages of the 
campaign to shivering and trembling with emotion while he 
delivered bitter, desperate speeches. Roosevelt’s ideas, the President 
wildly charged, represented “the same philosophy of government 
which has poisoned all Europe ... the fumes of the witch’s cauldron 
which boiled in Russia.” The Democrats, Hoover angrily asserted, 
had become “the party of the mob.” “Thank God,” he said, “we still 
have some officials in Washington that can hold out against a 
mob.”10 


Herbert Hoover’s place in history, like that of most leaders, was 
determined more by external events than by his own character and 
actions. No president who suffered the misfortune of being in office 
when the Great Depression began would have been likely to be 
remembered favorably. Yet the damage such circumstances do to 
one’s reputation need not be as bad as in Hoover’s case. Grover 
Cleveland did almost nothing to counteract the Panic of 1893; 
Herbert Hoover took bold action in the face of the Panic of 1929. 
But Cleveland’s reputation has generally fared better than Hoover’s. 
A recent survey of scholars of the presidency rated Cleveland 
thirteenth and Hoover twenty-first among our presidents. 


“When all is said and done,” Hoover wrote in an autobiographical 
fragment during the First World War, “accomplishment is all that 
counts.” Held up to his own yardstick, Hoover failed. But if the 
assessment is left at that, we miss his very large historical 
significance. Observers have long argued whether Hoover was the 
last of the old presidents or the first of the new. It is a fascinating 
question, but if one is to be fair and accurate it must finally be 
begged or straddled. He was both. 


Hoover was, in truth, neither the last of the old nor the first of the 
new; he was a transitional figure between the two. He played a 
critical—though thankless—historical role in breaking with the past 
and giving moderate change a chance to succeed. He rejected the 
old economic fatalism, got the government involved (within his 
strict limits), and allowed a more-than-fair test of the idea that 
business could act cooperatively to bring about recovery. The failure 
of both the Coolidge planless economy and Hoover’s voluntary 
cooperation opened the way for the New Deal’s government- 
directed plans. Before people will accept what they see as extreme 
programs, moderate ones must be shown to be insufficient. This was 
one of Hoover’s chief contributions. Thanks to his efforts, no one 
could justly complain (although of course many protested without 
good cause) that the government intervened without giving the 
private sector a chance to recover on its own. The New Deal owed 
its wide support in no small measure to the failures of Hoover’s 
policies. 


But Herbert Hoover’s accomplishments went beyond this negative 
achievement. Many of the things that he tried proved to be 
forerunners of the New Deal. The Reconstruction Finance 
Corporation, of which Hoover made only limited use, became one of 
the more important agencies of the New Deal. He began—although 
with extreme reluctance—the move to public assistance. His 1930 
call for a $25 million loan to the Department of Agriculture to 
provide seed and feed for struggling farmers was a precedent for 
government assistance. Despite his complaints about “raids on the 
federal treasury,” Hoover finally signed a much watered-down 
version of the Wagner-Garner relief bill in July 1932. It was another 
precedent Hoover did not want to set, but he did. 


In many other particulars, Hoover took hesitant steps in the 
directions in which New Dealers would leap in subsequent years. 
Decades later, New Deal architects Raymond Moley and Rexford 
Tugwell gave Hoover credit for inventing “most of the devices we 
used.” Hoover himself explicitly approved in 1935 the concepts of 
deposit insurance (although only in emergencies) and the Securities 


Act. Moley said flatly a few months prior to his death that “Herbert 
Hoover originated the New Deal.” In 1974, Tugwell said, “We didn’t 
admit it at the time but practically the whole New Deal was 
extrapolated from programs that Hoover started.” Thomas Dewey 
said to Hoover, long after the fact, “I have a suspicion that you 
would have signed practically all the legislation that FDR signed.” 
The former President considered the statement for a minute and 
responded, “I think I would have.” Such statements made with long 
hindsight exaggerate the distance Hoover traveled, but they serve as 
useful reminders that the differences between Hoover and Roosevelt 
were more over means than ends, more of style than substance. 
They demonstrate that the frequent politically motivated contrast 
between Hoover the hopelessly reactionary demon and Roosevelt 
the faultless progressive saint has little historical basis. 


Hoover is often compared to other presidents, usually 
unfavorably. The most frequent presidential names that come up 
when similarities to Hoover are being discussed are the likes of 
McKinley, Coolidge, Nixon, and more recently, Reagan. This is as 
misleading as it is unjust. The twentieth-century President to whom 
Hoover bore the most resemblance is Jimmy Carter. Both Hoover 
and Carter were “nonpoliticians,” or tried to give that impression. 
Each was skilled at using new techniques—Hoover’s use of mass 
publicity, Carter’s mastery of the reformed Democratic delegate- 
selection process—to rise from political obscurity to the presidency. 
They worked the respective systems and defeated the “politicians” 
of their day. Both were masters of detail, incredibly hard workers, 
and lovers of statistics. Each tried to do almost everything himself. 
Each successfully portrayed himself as an expert, an engineer, a 
technician who could make the government work smoothly. 
Efficiency was the strong suit of each. In both cases their 
nonpolitician status initially raised them in the public’s esteem. 
(Carter’s “I’m not a lawyer” line was always good for a hand—or at 
least appreciative smiles—in 1975 and 1976.) But this quality that 
was once viewed so positively turned with a vengeance against both 
presidents. 


y) 


“He does not understand the game,” one journalist wrote, “and 
seems totally unable to think his way through a situation in 
advance. Moreover, he is dreadfully handicapped by the personal 
hostility of most of his own party leaders.” A comment on Jimmy 
Carter in 1979? No, one on Herbert Hoover in 1929. Neither Hoover 
nor Carter understood the need to “stroke” congressional leaders 
and both had dreadful relations with important senators in their 
own parties. Each man favored rational over political solutions and 
hence was able to solve little. 


Both Hoover and Carter were highly intelligent men, but unable 
as president to be convincing to the public. Both were, as president, 
poor speakers. Each was a humanitarian and wanted to make the 
government more compassionate. Both qualify as that paradoxical 
American breed, the “conservative progressive.” The presidencies of 
both were judged to be failures by voters, who sharply rebuked each 
man after a single term. 


And yet, while such analogies can be helpful, they should not be 
pushed too far. Jimmy Carter’s handicaps as a politician seem 
sufficiently large to have prevented him from being a successful 
president under almost any circumstances. The feeling persists, on 
the other hand, that Herbert Hoover might have succeeded under 
different conditions. Hoover was long judged to be a prophet after 
his time. More recently, scholars of both left and right have argued 
that he may have been a prophet ahead of his time. Perhaps he was 
both, or more simply a prophet at precisely the wrong time. To 
argue that some of his ideas—such as community-based cooperative 
efforts—might have relevance today is not to say that they could 
have worked during the Depression. 


It has often been speculated that had Hoover won the presidency 
in 1920—which is not a particularly farfetched idea—he might have 
served two highly successful terms and retired as “one of the most 
admired chief executives in all American history.” And Charles 
Evans Hughes contended in 1931 that had Coolidge “chosen to run” 
again, the people would have looked “upon Hoover as a potential 
deliverer from suffering” in 1932. Whether he could then have 


delivered the people from their suffering is a valid question, but it 
may well be that Herbert Hoover simply had the misfortune of being 
in the right place at the wrong time.11! 
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earlier economic slumps, it came to be _ particularly 

associated with the years following the collapse of 1929. 
Ironically, the person most responsible for this association was 
Herbert Hoover himself. The President consciously used the word as 
part of his psychological campaign to keep up confidence. He 
believed “depression” had a less ominous ring to it than the more 
common previously used words “panic” and “crisis.” Such semantic 
games have been played by presidents and their aides ever since, 
often with more success than Hoover had with his choice of words. 


A Ithough the term “depression” had been used to describe 


After the Crash, President Hoover did more than issue optimistic 
statements; he also held optimistic conferences. The conferences 
were at least partially successful. The President asked business to 
maintain wage rates and keep up investment. He also called for 
lower taxes. This was a much better approach to a depression than 
any previous president had employed. “Keynes could not have done 
better,” as one economic historian has said. For more than a year, 
many businesses kept their pledges not to cut wages. Upon emerging 
from one of Hoover’s business conferences in November 1929, 
Henry Ford told reporters that he would do his part by raising daily 
wages to $7 and launching a $25 million expansion of his 
operations. A greater demonstration of confidence could not be 
asked for, but it did little good. While many corporations refrained 
from wage cuts, investing heavily in the future was a more 
optimistic step than most were willing to take. Gross investment in 
the United States fell by 35 percent from 1929 to 1930 and at the 
same rate from 1930 to 1931. In 1932 investment in the American 
economy almost ceased, dropping 88 percent from the greatly 
deflated 1931 level and totaling only $800 million (down from 
$16.2 billion in 1929). 


Nor did wage maintenance produce the desired effect. One reason 
was that as demand fell corporate leaders saw no alternative but to 
cut production. Rather than slicing wages, they reduced payrolls. 
Wages remained stable for a time for those who had jobs, but that 
number was shrinking. Under these circumstances, aggregate 
purchasing power was falling even while that of many individual 
workers held steady (or, as prices began to fall, actually increased). 
But even those who kept their jobs reduced their buying out of fear 
that their turn to be laid off would come soon. As an economist said 
in 1931, “The employed have not dared spend what they have lest 
they be walking the streets next month.” “The basis of this fear,” he 
pointed out, was “the insecurity which characterizes the incomes of 
the great masses of the population.” The contrast with the mass 
psychology of the twenties was striking. When the outlook had been 
sanguine, large numbers of Americans had been willing not only to 


spend most of their current incomes, but to commit future income 
through installment purchases. Once the Depression was under way, 
this psychology reversed itself completely. 


Declining consumption and investment were the keys to the 
worsening depression. But Hoover was not wrong in placing a great 
emphasis upon confidence. Prosperity in the twenties had been built 
on faith in the future. It seemed logical that what the depressed 
economy needed was a “fix” of faith. Business leaders at Hoover’s 
November 1929 conferences committed themselves to an optimistic 
view, but if one followed the sage advice John Mitchell gave forty 
years later and watched what they did rather than what they said, it 
soon became clear that the supply of optimism, unlike that of so 
many commodities, fell far short of the demand. Many businessmen 
actually expected the worst and prepared for it. Their preparations 
helped ensure that the worst would, in fact, happen. Business 
retrenchment was the order of the day in 1930 and 1931. Demand 
was down and inventories were unsold. The only sensible course for 
the individual company to follow was to cut production and prices. 
In the aggregate, though, the effect of many such separate actions 
was to deflate the economy further. When production was cut, more 
people lost their jobs. This reduced demand more, both directly and 
indirectly (by increasing insecurity). The futher drop in demand 
would lead to new slowdowns in production, more layoffs, and so 
on in an ever-deepening spiral. 


The thinking of individual businessmen was well illustrated in 
testimony given by Daniel Willard, president of the Baltimore & 
Ohio Railroad, before a Senate subcommittee in 1931. “We have 
had to discontinue our purchases,” Willard told the committee. 
Replacement of rails normally was at the rate of 60,000 to 80,000 
tons a year. In 1931, he said, it would not be more than 15,000. 
“We are not painting any buildings. We are not doing a thing that 
we can help in order that we may preserve, as far as possible, our 
financial status.” Who could blame companies for following such a 
policy? They had no real choice. The trouble, again, was that steps 
that were sensible—even necessary—for separate units in the 


economy weakened the economy as a whole. It was a classic 
example of the fallacy of composition: an action, like standing up at 
a football game, that can help an individual harms everyone if 
everyone does it. So it was with attempts by companies to secure 
their own financial positions during the Depression. 


Despite the pledges made at the presidential conferences, 
investment dropped precipitously, and construction, which had been 
falling at an accelerating pace since its peak in 1925, sank by 26 
percent in 1930, 29 percent in 1931, and 47 percent in 1932. In 
addition to the slashes in investment and construction, the drop in 
demand also led to a decline in prices. This was moderate at first, 
with the Consumer Price Index falling by 2.6 percent in 1930. The 
next year, though, saw an additional price decline of 9 percent. By 
the time the economy hit bottom in 1933, consumer prices had 
fallen 18 percent from their 1929 level. Maintaining wages in the 
face of falling prices was no easy task for the businessman. In May 
1930, Henry Ford hinted that the united wage maintenance front 
had some cracks. “Issuing optimistic statements on the one hand 
and lowering wages on the other,” the automaker warned, “is a sure 
way to prevent betterment.” Despite the cracks, the no-wage- 
reduction plan remained widely in effect until the late summer of 
1931. Then it, like the economy around it, collapsed. When U.S. 
Steel announced in September a 10 percent wage reduction, other 
companies hastily joined in breaking ranks. Ford himself, who had 
eagerly sought publicity when he raised wages, very quietly cut his 
pay rates in October 1931. The wage maintenance plan, the 
Commercial & Financial Chronicle declared, had “proved a flat 
failure.” 


That conclusion would be hard to dispute. The magnitude of the 
collapse was unprecedented. There was a brief recovery of sorts in 
early 1930. On May 1, President Hoover said: “I am convinced we 
have passed the worst and with continued effort we shall rapidly 
recover.” That month marked instead the end of the weak recovery. 
By the close of the year everything—except unemployment—was 
down sharply. Statistics tell only a small part of the story, but they 


are startling. From the top of prosperity in 1929 to the bottom of 
depression in 1933, GNP dropped by a total of 29 percent, 
consumption expenditures by 18 percent, construction by 78 
percent, and investment by an incredible 98 percent. Unemployment 
rose from 3.2 to 24.9 percent. By almost any standard, the United 
States was in its worst crisis since the Civil War.! 


Although most of the blame for failing to reverse the collapse 
finally fell on Herbert Hoover, it was in fact everyone’s concern. The 
President did not, as historian Albert Romasco reminds us, “struggle 
to overcome it in some sort of splendid isolation.” Congress, 
businessmen, the general public—and even some economists—had 
ideas on how to deal with the Depression. 


On Hoover’s right flank were some _ businessmen and 
archconservatives who favored the “proven” policy used by Grover 
Cleveland: sit it out; wait for natural forces to bring about recovery. 
The classic statement of this approach was Andrew Mellon’s: 
“Liquidate labor, liquidate stocks, liquidate the farmers, liquidate 
real estate.” The Treasury secretary based this formula on an odd, 
mistaken memory of the Panic of 1873, which he told Hoover had 
ended quickly “and in twelve months the whole system was again 
working at full speed.” Mellon was only eighteen at the time and 
may perhaps be forgiven this gross historical error. It is less easy to 
absolve him for either his tax policies in the twenties or his attitude 
toward the Depression. 


Quite willing to let the collapse take its “natural” course, Mellon 
had somehow not foreseen this healthy cleansing of the economy. A 
year before the Crash he had declared: “There is no cause for worry. 
The high tide of prosperity will continue.” Of course for Mellon 
himself the ebb in the tide was slight. Born into a family of 
substantial means, Mellon had increased the family fortune through 
banking, steel, aluminum, oil, real estate, and other enterprises. He 
was one of the richest men in the world. Still, he believed that 
greedy New York bankers were responsible for the Crash. His 
verdict: “They deserved it.” At least Mellon was as good as his word. 


He recommended that manufacturers curtail output, and he did just 
that in his own plants. The Treasury secretary was, as Galbraith has 
observed, “a passionate advocate of inaction.” This was not Herbert 
Hoover’s style. Hoover was especially outraged when, in 1931, 
Mellon refused a presidential request, as part of Hoover’s effort to 
get bankers to help each other voluntarily, to contribute a million 
dollars to an emergency fund to save the Bank of Pittsburgh. If 
Mellon would not volunteer, what chance did voluntarism have? 


While Hoover did not agree with Mellon’s deflationary inaction as 
an approach to the Depression, the Treasury secretary was far from 
alone in his old-fashioned beliefs. The hand of the “liquidationists” 
was strengthened by the extreme fear of inflation that survived the 
terrible German experience of 1923. Even moderate programs that 
involved inflation seemed terrifying. A year after the Crash, Senate 
Democratic leader Joseph T. Robinson of Arkansas wrote to Bernard 
Baruch that the only solution was to “sit steady in the boat.” “I grow 
more and more impressed,” Robinson told the Democratic financier, 
“with the necessity of conservative action....” Baruch, as might be 
expected, was of the same mind: “No government agency ... can 
cure this situation.” In 1930 and 1931 there was, in fact, something 
approaching consensus in business and political circles to follow 
Mellon’s prescription. Even the President accepted—at least in 
public—Mellon’s contention that the first priority in restoring 
business confidence must be balancing the budget. 


“The fact that we have let nature take its course,” declared the 
Stock Exchange’s Richard Whitney, “may augur well for the ultimate 
prosperity of the country.” One business representative said in 1931 
that since the Depression was “a business ailment,” “the remedy, if 
one is to be found, must be a business remedy.” This might strike 
some as a curious logic: “Physician, heal thyself!” Yet it was a 
widespread attitude. At least equally common among the well-to-do 
and their political representatives was the refusal to admit that a 
serious problem existed. Such sentiments were to be expected from 
administration spokesmen, who had to be professional confidence 
builders, but they were common enough even among lesser folk. A 


Maryland building contractor, for example, wrote to Hoover in 
1931, “of this fact I am very positive, that there is not five percent of 
the poverty, distress, and general unemployment that many of your 
enemies would have us believe.” 


Others realized that there was a good deal of poverty and distress, 
but thought it best if no one mentioned it. A Syracuse automobile 
dealer was one of those who subscribed to the “out of sight, out of 
mind” formula. “I believe,” he wrote to a government official in 
1931, “that if you could see your way clear to discontinue your 
publicity on unemployment and its kindred evils, the return of 
prosperity would be less hampered.” An apparently wealthy 
Minnesota man contended that talk of starvation could not “help but 
have a depressing effect.” And a New Jersey woman found the 
“unempLoyep” Signs used by apple sellers unsightly and tending to 
retard progress. Some seemed to think that recognizing the 
collapse’s existence bordered on disloyalty. “I’m sold on America. I 
won't talk depression,” read buttons worn by Cincinnati residents. 


Some—including on occasion Secretary Mellon—went beyond 
trying to ignore the Depression and attempted to make a case that it 
was actually beneficial. Erstwhile popular hero Henry Ford was one 
of the leading offenders in this regard. In the fall of 1930 he 
declared that it was “a good thing the recovery is prolonged. 
Otherwise people wouldn’t profit by the illness.” The Depression, 
Ford said shortly thereafter, was a “wholesome thing in general. If 
we could only realize it, these are the best times we ever had.” 
These were opinions that seem to have come more easily to Ford 
than to the unemployed. 


In comparison with the Mellonites—and with his presidential 
predecessors in hard times—Herbert Hoover was extraordinarily 
active. But, being a man of principle, he would go only so far. His 
basic concept was to utilize the government as a catalyst for 
voluntary cooperative action in the private sector. Organizations 
formed with Hoover’s blessings—the Federal Farm Board 
(established before the Crash), the National Business Survey 
Conference, and the National Credit Corporation—attempted to 


make voluntarism work. In view of the enormity of the economic 
disaster, it should have been no great surprise that they failed. In 
attempting to stabilize prices through temporary purchases of 
surplus farm production, the farm board lost $345 million and 
wound up in 1931 with farmers angrier and farm prices lower than 
when it started. Optimism was the National Business Survey 
Conference’s business, its only business. It was a product that simply 
could not be moved by 1931, and the organization was quickly 
dissolved. This test of voluntary business action was such a failure 
that Hoover, who had once been bullish on the organization, 
neglected even to mention it in his Memoirs. 


Herbert Hoover was nothing if not persistent. The failure of 
voluntarism in agriculture and industry did not dissuade him from 
trying the idea with bankers. Created at the President’s behest in 
October 1931, the National Credit Corporation amounted to a final 
test for voluntary cooperation. Within two months of its inception 
the NCC was an unmistakable flop. Hoover said years later that the 
bankers’ association quickly “became ultraconservative, then fearful, 
and finally died.... Its members—and the business world—threw up 
their hands and asked for government action.” For bankers, at least, 
such action would soon be forthcoming. In his recollection, the 
former President had hit upon an important point. Bankers, who 
were essential to a restoration of confidence, were fearful 
themselves. Like businesses, banks worked to improve their 
individual positions, but this weakened the economy as a whole. 
Banks seeking stronger, more liquid positions were loath to help 
weaker banks. As the latter failed, depositor confidence in the 
institutions in general declined, placing further pressures on all 
banks. They also reduced available credit. The latter fact, however, 
was of little immediate importance in the last two years of the 
Hoover administration. The nearly total lack of confidence meant 
that very few businesses wanted to borrow money, regardless of its 
availability. As Ogden Mills, Mellon’s successor as Treasury 
secretary, said in 1932, there was “more to fear from frozen minds 
than frozen assets.” 


It was a singular misfortune that a president as committed to 
confidence as Hoover was so incapable of instilling it. Hoover did 
keep trying, though. Early in 1931 he said: “What this country needs 
is a good big laugh. There seems to be a condition of hysteria. If 
someone could get off a good joke every ten days, I think our 
troubles would be over.” What humor there was, though, was likely 
neither to lift the spirits nor please the President. An example: 
“Business is improving,” says the straight man. The comedian 
responds: “Is Hoover dead?” 


In the fall of 1930, Hoover announced formation of the 
President’s Emergency Committee for Employment (PECE), with 
Colonel Arthur Woods, an old right-thinking Hoover friend who had 
organized relief activities during the 1921 slump, as its chairman. 
As part of the confidence campaign, the committee was a marvelous 
example of positive thinking. Even the name was well chosen: 
“emergency” meant the crisis would not last long, and 
“employment” avoided emphasizing the negative “unemployment.” 
The PECE was the President’s committee—a classic Hoover 
organization. The purpose was “to soothe the nation, not to alarm 
it.” The committee collected and passed along ideas and sketchy 
information, always accentuating the positive. No attempt was made 
to collect reliable statistics on such critical subjects as 
unemployment levels and local availability of relief funds. The 
PECE’s information (like that of Ronald Reagan) was anecdotal 
rather than accurate. Thus Colonel Woods was able to declare: “The 
country as a whole has responded most heartily to the emergency. 
Evidence is pouring in that communities are organizing to meet 
their own problems.” This statement was true enough, as far as it 
went. Many communities were organizing heartily. But the 
implication that this would be sufficient to meet the mushrooming 
needs was highly misleading. 

The Emergency Committee lasted until August 1931, when it was 
transformed into the President’s Organization for Unemployment 
Relief (POUR). Named as new chairman was Walter S. Gifford, 
president of AT&T. This amounted more to a facelift than to a 


change of policy or function. The intention remained to manipulate 
public psychology to bring about a return to optimism. While 
attempting to spread cheer, POUR did try to help local groups raise 
money to help the unemployed. The main thrust of POUR was 
advertising. Major periodicals contributed space and leading 
advertising agencies provided talent. The results can be judged from 
the following copy, which appeared beneath a picture of an 
unemployed worker in a POUR ad: 


They tell me there’s five or six million of us—out of jobs. I know that’s not your fault, 
any more than it is mine. But that doesn’t change the fact that some of us right now 
are in a pretty tough spot—with families to worry about—and a workless winter 
ahead. 


Understand, we’re not begging. We’d rather have a job than anything you can give us. 


We’re not scared, either. If you think the good old U.S.A. is in a bad way more than 


temporarily, just try to figure out some place you'd rather be.... 
Pll see it through—if you will! 


How much encouragement those among the jobless who were either 
insufficiently frugal to have kept up their magazine subscriptions or 
lucky enough to find a periodical in a trash can derived from such 
ads cannot be said with certainty. It does seem likely that the ads 
were helpful in collecting funds for local relief. 


Chairman Gifford was called before a Senate subcommittee in 
January 1932. He provided assurances that local relief groups were 
prepared to meet the needs of the winter. Quotas for contributions, 
Gifford said, had “gone over the top.” Gifford told the committee: 
“My sober and considered judgment is that at this stage ... Federal 
aid would be a disservice to the unemployed.” Gifford was 
uninterested in learning of actual needs, unemployment levels, and 
the like. He told the senators that he did not think “the data would 
be of any particular value.” As the POUR director continued to paint 
his brightly hued landscape, Democratic Senator Edward P. Costigan 
of Colorado became exasperated. “You are always hopeful!” he 


exclaimed. “I find it pleasant, Senator, to be hopeful,” Gifford 
responded.2 


On the ground, where relief was desperately needed, it was both 
less pleasant and less hopeful than in the circles frequented by 
Gifford. The President and his committees continued to insist that 
state and local agencies had the situation in hand. These claims 
were based on reports from the governors. This source was less then 
reliable, as governors are not in the habit of admitting that their 
states are beyond their control. Those in positions to know 
conditions were less sanguine. At the time Gifford was giving his 
cheerful assessments, his claims—and Hoover’s—were directly 
contradicted by the head of the Association of Community Chests 
and Councils. “I am stating that the funds we have are altogether 
inadequate to meet the situation,” declared Arthur T. Burns, “and 
we are not yet aware that local public funds have been appropriated 
in any such amount as to meet the situation.” 


In point of fact, it was beyond the realm of possibility for states 
and localities to meet the enormous need for relief by the beginning 
of 1932. In most places funds were completely exhausted. People 
would not readily tolerate tax increases in the midst of a depression. 
Borrowing through bond issues was a possibility, but few buyers 
could be found for the bonds. And in many states constitutional 
restrictions that would take years to alter prohibited unbalanced 
budgets. In 1932 only eight states provided any form of 
unemployment compensation, and none of these even nearly 
approached adequacy. 


The Hoover administration remained adamantly opposed to 
federal relief. Secretary of War Patrick J. Hurley spoke the typical 
language of the administration in June 1932, when he argued that 
“to give a gratuity to an individual, is divesting men and women of 
their spirit, their self-reliance. It is striking at the very foundation of 
the system on which this nation is builded.” This may have been 
true, but it was clear that one could not subsist on spirit and self- 
reliance for long. The Hoover argument was dependent upon the 


invalid assumption that the degree of suffering was still manageable 
on an individual basis. Hurley demonstrated this connection when 
he went on to say: “I disagree with all who think that there is not 
still opportunity for the man with the nerve and the capacity and 
the desire.” 


Misconceptions in high places covered the gamut from the 
possibility of getting jobs, through the adequacy of local relief 
funds, to the degree of acute suffering among the unemployed. 
“Nobody is actually starving,” Hoover always contended. As in most 
of his perceptions of Depression conditions, the President was 
mistaken. Relatively few people literally starved, but genuine 
hunger was widespread. One study of health in eight cities found 
that families with a fully employed member had 66 percent less 
illness than those of the unemployed. Desperate people took 
desperate steps to feed themselves. In rural areas hungry people 
sometimes turned to eating weeds. Less appetizing were the urban 
scenes of men digging through garbage cans and city dumps. A 
Chicago widow followed the practice of removing her glasses before 
using rotting meat; in this way she avoided seeing the maggots she 
was eating. 


Many of the nation’s more fortunate people were genuinely 
concerned about the plight of the unemployed. Generous 
contributions to local relief funds made this point clear. Some of the 
philanthropic impulses of the well-off were more ambiguous, 
though. Several proposals were made, for example, to feed the 
unemployed with leftovers from the tables of the affluent. In 1932 a 
midwestern newspaperman suggested that the needy be fed with 
“the side dishes of vegetables, half bowls of soup, half cups of 
coffee, portions of rolls ... and all the rest that is left on plates by 
restaurant patrons.” Some such suggestions were undoubtedly made 
tongue in cheek, but similar ideas were actually put into practice in 
some localities. Princeton University’s eating clubs were among 
those generous enough to send their table scraps to the poor. 


A growing discontent among the jobless (and those who feared 
they soon might be) was evident in many of their statements, 


including the letters they sent to Hoover and his committees. Of 
course working-class Americans were far from agreed on what the 
Depression’s causes and solutions were. Opinions ranged from “All 
this country needs is assurance that the law of supply and demand 
can work,” to finding the major cause of the collapse in “the placing 
of property rights above human rights.” Some searched for culprits, 
human or supernatural. A nearly illiterate Illinois man who warned 
that “the Emty Stomack does not Recogniz no laws,”” placed the 
blame on the devil. Many Americans who had come to believe that 
Herbert Hoover was Lucifer in disguise would have agreed. From 
the other side of the political fence, a New Haven Republican 
suggested that the Wall Street Crash and Depression had their 
“origin in the subtle schemes and manipulations of the interests and 
institutions represented by Alfred E. Smith and his friend Raskob.” 


The search for a Satan, in the form of elephant, donkey, or Wall 
Street octopus, was all too common in the early Depression years. A 
good many workers, though, came to believe that it was not 
individual demons but the whole hellish system that had caused 
their troubles. A Pennsylvanian wrote to Hoover in 1932 that it was 
the capitalists who were “responsible for this unemployed 
situation,” and so they should be made to pay the cost of remedying 
it. A Denver man made the point that “purchasing power is not lost 
but redistributed and now rests in the hands of a few.” He did not 
suggest altering that situation drastically, but others did demand 
legislation giving everyone his fair share. A poorly educated New 
Yorker said in late 1930, “I am neither an anarchist, socialist, or 
communist—but, by God, at times I feel as if I should affiliate 
myself with the radicals.”3 


The picture that many contemporaries have given us of the mood 
of the downtrodden in the Hoover years is one of defeat, 
resignation, and self-blame. Hitchhikers picked up by author 
Sherwood Anderson apologized for their condition. Marquis Childs 
wrote in January 1933: “What is surprising is the passive 
resignation with which the blow has been accepted; this awful 
pretense that seeks to conceal the mortal wound, to carry on as 


though it were still the best possible of all worlds.” Childs saw 
something quite the opposite of class consciousness. “Sympathy,” he 
said, “is all too often an ill concealed form of triumph, a kind of 
‘Thank God, someone is worse off than we are.’ ” The sad 
acquiescence of a farmer at the foreclosure of his estate was shown 
when he said only, “The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away.” 
Louis Adamic, speaking of American workers, wrote in 1931: “I 
have a definite feeling that millions of them, now that they are 
unemployed, are licked.” The New Yorker summed up the 
contemporary view in mid-1931: “People are in a sad, but not a 
rebellious mood.” 


To a large extent, all of this was true. The initial reactions to the 
Depression on the part of many of its victims were bewilderment, 
defeat, and self-blame. Glad to believe themselves responsible for 
whatever success they had enjoyed in the twenties, many “ordinary” 
people found themselves during the early Depression in a position 
similar to that of businessmen and Republicans. Having taken credit 
for the good, they had little choice but to accept responsibility for 
the bad. As they groped for some way to understand the calamity 
that had befallen them, however, some of the unemployed began to 
work toward values quite different from the egoism that had 
dominated the twenties. 


Discontent remained amorphous in the Hoover years, but the 
potential for the development of a value system stressing morality, 
justice, equality, and compassion was beginning to appear. “Oh why 
is it,’ a December 1930 letter asked Colonel Woods, “that it is 
allways a bunch of overley rich, selfish dumb, ignorant money hogs 
that persist in being Senitors, legislatures, representatives Where 
would they and their possessions be if it were not for the Common 
Soldier, the common laborer that is compelled to work for a 
starvation wage.” The writer went on to complain: “In the Public 
Schools our little children stand at salute and recite a ‘rig ma role’ in 
which is mentioned ‘Justice to all’ what a lie, what a naked lie.”4 


It is plain that in its first years the view of the Depression from 
below was rather different from the way it appeared in Washington 


or on Wall Street. 


While slowly growing discontent in society’s lower ranks was of 
obvious concern, Americans of the upper ranks had other troubles in 
1930 and 1931. Many people believed that the Depression was 
somehow caused by European events. Cutting ourselves off from the 
contagion of the rest of the world seemed a possible way out. As it 
happened, it was instead a way to get in deeper. 


A world economic conference in Geneva in 1927 had recognized 
the threat that tariffs posed to the functioning of the world 
economy. The conference reached agreement on a tariff truce. It was 
an idea somewhat like the nuclear freeze proposals of the early 
1980s. The hope was that a truce would provide a climate in which 
meaningful tariff reductions could take place. Tariffs were, however, 
as American as apple pie, or at least as American as the Republican 
party. High import levies were, as Joseph Schumpeter put it, “the 
household remedy” of the Grand Old Party. Although Herbert 
Hoover did not march in lockstep with his party, he was “solid” on 
the tariff. The candidate pledged in 1928 that, as part of his 
program to help farmers, he would seek higher duties on 
agricultural commodities. True to his word, the new President called 
a special session of Congress, beginning in April 1929, for the 
purpose of “selective revision” of the tariff. But the hearings on the 
bill were not restricted to questions involving agricultural duties. 
Hoover and the congressional Republican leadership failed to keep 
control over the bill. The traditional back-scratching process that 
had turned so many previous attempts at tariff reform into higher 
duties began to operate. In the view of one early student of the 
enactment of the new tariff, Hoover must bear a heavy share of the 
blame: “To manage pressure is to govern, to let pressures run wild is 
to abdicate.” 


Talk on the tariff for public consumption centered upon helping 
the American farmer and “equalizing” production costs at home and 
abroad. Both arguments amounted to nonsense. There should have 
been no doubt that farmers would lose more from increased costs of 


articles they bought than they would gain from price increases for 
their products, most of which faced little foreign competition in the 
domestic market. As one historian noted, “Far more farmers wore 
shoes than sold hides.” An American Farm Bureau Federation study 
indicated that American farmers would gain $30 million from the 
increases in agricultural tariffs and lose $330 million. The 
“equalizing costs” concept was a wonderful political tool, but was 
impossible of realization. In any event, such arguments were a 
smokescreen. What the organized business interests sought, simply, 
was to exclude foreign competition so they could charge more for 
their products. 


The special session dragged on, through the Crash, without 
settling the tariff question. Opposition by Democrats and insurgent 
Republicans blocked the increases sought by the special interests. 
Some Republicans even blamed the Crash on Democrats’ opposition 
to high tariffs. When the regular session began a few weeks later, 
the high tariff forces pushed harder. The resulting Hawley-Smoot 
tariff, which Hoover signed into law in June 1930, was the highest 
in American history, with ad valorem rates jumping from an already 
high 33 percent to more than 40 percent. 


Before its passage, economist (and later U.S. Senator from Illinois) 
Paul Douglas drafted a statement denouncing the bill and quickly 
obtained the signatures of more than one thousand economists 
representing 179 institutions of higher learning and all but two 
states. The statement pleaded for congressional rejection of the bill 
or, failing that, a presidential veto. The economists’ arguments that 
the high tariff would “injure the vast majority of our citizens” and 
that “countries cannot permanently buy from us unless they are 
permitted to sell to us” were unassailable. It is understandable, of 
course, that many people might not take the views of a thousand 
economists too seriously in 1930, but on this point they were right, 
as events soon showed. Other nations rapidly retaliated and the 
world depression grew worse. 


The Hawley-Smoot Act, conceived in 1929, was the last will and 
testament of the New Era’s “every man for himself” ethic. It was 


motivated, as tariffs almost always are, by the greed of special 
interests. Fittingly, this relic of the prosperity decade left as a 
further legacy of the twenties a deepening of the Depression that 
other aspects of that era had already produced. 


With the new tariff war, the focus of economic problems shifted 
to the international arena. Herbert Hoover contended for the rest of 
his life that the United States economy was recovering in the spring 
of 1931, when the collapse of the European banking system plunged 
this nation, along with the rest of the world, deeper into depression. 
In fact an extremely modest improvement was registered in the first 
months of 1931, but stock prices and other indicators hit new lows 
in April and continued with brief pauses to plunge until the bottom 
was hit in 1932 and early 1933. 


The international crisis of 1931, like that of 1914, began in 
Austria. In May it was announced in Vienna that a major bank, the 
Kreditanstalt, had lost during the preceding year an amount equal to 
the total of its capital reserves. The bank remained open with 
assistance from the Rothschilds, the Austrian government, and the 
Austrian Nationalbank. The news, however, precipitated a banking 
crisis in Germany. The domestic political situation in Germany was 
tense, with great pressure on the government from both Nazis and 
Communists. Chancellor Heinrich Brtining argued that the nation 
was on the verge of bankruptcy and could not continue to make 
reparations payments. The idea was to get relief on reparations in 
order to defuse the Nazi attacks on the government. A financial 
crisis would help make Briining’s point. The act worked too well. A 
run on German banks led in mid-July to the failure of one of the 
nation’s leading financial institutions and the temporary closing of 
all banks in the country. 


One reason that all this was of more than academic interest in the 
United States was that a complete German collapse would have 
taken many American banks with it. Chase and the Guaranty Trust 
Company, for example, each had placed nearly half of their capital 
in German securities. This was, of course, foolish (it bears disturbing 
similarities to the massive lending by American banks to Third 


World countries in the late 1970s and early 1980s), but the Germans 
were offering especially high interest rates and there was a shortage 
of investment opportunities in the United States. 


While the German banking crisis was unfolding, President Hoover 
issued a proposal for a one-year moratorium on _ all 
intergovernmental payments. The French, who had not been 
consulted before Hoover’s announcement, were outraged, although 
they finally agreed to go along. The German government, however, 
felt itself obliged to make increasingly jingoistic statements in order 
to undercut the Nazi appeal. When Berlin began talking of military 
parity, it gave rise to fears in France and elsewhere that freeing the 
Germans of their reparations obligations would enable them to put 
the money saved into arms. The hoped-for consequences of the 
“breathing space” provided by the Hoover moratorium never 
materialized. By the second half of 1931, most of the world’s 
leading countries were consumed by supernationalism. 


The final blow of the international crisis of 1931 came in 
September when, after a prolonged run on the overvalued pound, 
the British abandoned the gold standard. This was followed 
immediately by heavy conversion of dollars into gold. The pressure 
certainly did not help the weak American economy, and the fall in 
prices, imports, and industrial production accelerated.5 


Herbert Hoover’s insistence that the Depression was ending early 
in 1931 and continued only because of the European financial crisis 
is unacceptable. There can be no question, though, that foreign 
problems added to the woes of the depressed United States. 


Politics in a democracy ought to be a mirror of social and 
economic life. As values change, so should the political complexion 
of the nation. The appearance of this reflected image is not always 
immediate, however. 


In 1930, American voters had their first significant opportunity to 
react to the altered conditions brought by the Depression. The 
results were not encouraging for President Hoover or his party. 


Republican House losses were their worst since 1922, when another 
economic slump had hurt the party in power. The Republicans did 
remain the majority party, winning 54.1 percent of the popular 
major party votes for House seats, compared with 57.4 percent two 
years before. But their margin of control in both houses was paper 
thin. In the Senate, the Republican majority dropped from 17 before 
the election to one after it. In the House, where Democrats picked 
up more than 50 seats in 1930, the Republican margin was so small 
that it had vanished after by-elections were held in the 13 months 
between the election and the convening of the Seventy-second 
Congress. Eleven of the 13 new senators elected in 1930 were 
Democrats, and progressives of both parties fared well. 


When the Seventy-second Congress convened in December 1931, 
Hoover seriously considered allowing the Democrats to organize 
both houses so that they would have to share responsibility (and 
blame) for economic policies. This idea can be viewed as a bold 
stroke of genius or sign of lack of leadership. It might have helped 
the country to reduce partisanship in determining how to deal with 
the crisis. It might have helped Hoover politically in 1932 by 
allowing him to take a page from the as yet unwritten 1948 book of 
Harry Truman. Although it is highly unlikely that he could have 
pulled it off, Hoover might have been able to get off the defensive 
by attacking a Democratic Congress. However that might be, the 
idea was surely unrealistic. Neither party would go for it. 
Republican senators were not prepared to give up their committee 
chairmanships in order to help either the nation or Hoover’s chances 
for reelection. And Democrats, sensing victory in 1932, had, as 
political scientist Arthur W. MacMahon pointed out at the time, “no 
wish to incur premature responsibility.” It was a Republican 
depression, and Democrats wanted to keep it that way. It was the 
old idea of giving one’s opponents enough rope to hang themselves. 


Although there are indications that in private Hoover said he 
believed moderate deficits might be as necessary in depressions as 
in wars, he concluded that this position was politically untenable. 
The deficit for fiscal 1932 was the largest, as a percentage of federal 


expenditures, in peacetime American history. It approached 60 
percent of spending, more by this measure than even the Reagan 
deficits of the early 1980s. As the Depression slashed normal 
revenues, the only way to balance the budget was to raise taxes. 
Both Mellon and his successor, Ogden Mills, were longtime 
advocates of a sales tax, the regressive nature of which held great 
appeal for the wealthy. The desperate need for new revenue if the 
budget was to be balanced appeared to give them their chance. The 
battle lines were drawn over the issues of taxation—and a national 
sales tax in particular—as the critical issue Congress would decide 
in preelection 1932. 


At first it did not appear likely to be much of a battle. Democratic 
leaders deferred to Bernard Baruch, whose differences on the subject 
with Mellon, Mills, and Raskob were negligible. Democratic Speaker 
of the House John Nance Garner, publisher William Randolph 
Hearst, and Jouett Shouse, director of the Democratic National 
Committee, all endorsed the sales tax idea. Their argument was 
simply that it was essential to balance the budget and a sales tax 
was the only way to raise sufficient revenues. Democratic leaders 
were so anxious to place the tax burden upon those least able to pay 
that they allowed Mills to maneuver them into accepting 
responsibility for authorship of the idea. 


Given the bipartisan support, some sort of sales tax seemed 
certain. But one quarter had not yet been heard from: the people. It 
was apparent to many Americans that the purpose of the sales tax 
was to “soak the poor.” Some of its advocates made little attempt to 
hide this. The sales tax was “proper,” said Hudson Motors’ board 
chairman Roy Chapin, “since the lower income brackets pay nothing 
to the maintenance of the National Government.” As it happened, 
though, the view of proper redistribution subscribed to by Chapin 
and so many business and political leaders was not shared by those 
upon whom the tax would fall. A large number of Americans 
perceived that “the interests” were trying to substitute the sales tax 
for income and corporate taxes. “It’s a wonder,” said Socialist leader 
Norman Thomas, “they don’t put a tax on tickets to the breadline.” 


(Forty years later, members of the Reagan administration suggested 
almost that: to tax unemployment benefits.) 


An unprecedented volume of mail poured into congressional 
offices. Constituents denounced the sales tax in no uncertain terms 
and, making democracy work as it ought to, obliged their 
representatives to defeat the proposal. The events of March 18-24, 
1932, in the House were truly remarkable. Prompted by the largely 
spontaneous outpouring of sentiment from their constituents, 
congressmen rebelled against their leaders. Amidst cheers, foot 
stomping, whistling, and wild applause, progressive Republicans 
united with Democrats in voting to increase income taxes, surtaxes, 
and estate taxes. Shouts of “soak the rich!” and “conscript wealth!” 
rose from the House floor. Complaining of “a runaway House,” 
Democratic leader Henry Rainey declared with more than a little 
exaggeration: “We have made a longer step in the direction of 
communism than any country in the world ever made except 
Russia.” 


When the sales tax itself came before the House, opponents 
defeated it handily, 223-153. The battle showed that the people had 
moved far ahead of Congress in their quest for fairer economic 
arrangements. The tax bill had become a symbol, as one lobbyist put 
it, “of the struggle between those who have and have not.” For once, 
the latter won. 


But what did they win? The Revenue Act of 1932 has often been 
denounced as one of Hoover’s greatest mistakes. Raising taxes in a 
depression has come to be unthinkable (although not “undoable,” as 
Congress showed in 1982) in subsequent decades. Many economists 
have blamed the further worsening of the Depression in 1932-33 on 
the new higher taxes. Jude Wanniski goes so far as to attribute to 
them the bank panic of early 1933, which he says was caused by 
people withdrawing deposits to pay their 1932 taxes. Leaving such 
silly arguments aside, the effects of the tax increase must be 
assessed. 


The 1932 tax bill enacted the largest peacetime percentage 
increase in taxes in American history. Thanks to the protests from 


the public, however, that burden did not fall directly upon the mass 
of consumers, although there were a substantial number of 
“manufacturers’ excise taxes” on specific products, which amounted 
to hidden sales taxes. Corporate income taxes of 1.75 percent would 
not seem to have approached the point of diminishing returns on 
the Laffer Curve. And the raising of surtaxes to 55 percent on 
incomes in excess of $1 million would not appear likely to have 
been discouraging to very many people. Did an estate tax of 45 
percent on legacies of more than $10 million put a serious brake on 
industriousness? Even after the Revenue Act of 1932, the vast 
majority of Americans paid no federal income taxes whatsoever. 
Only about 15 percent of all American families and unattached 
individuals experienced the tax bite. A family of four earning 
$20,000—a very sizable income in those days—paid taxes at an 
effective rate of only 8.1 percent. 


The notion that the Revenue Act of 1932 was an economic 
disaster is highly questionable. Parts of it were certainly 
counterproductive, but most of its sections were reasonably well 
conceived. Later changes in 1935 and 1936 were not nearly as 
dramatic as the 1932 legislation, which, as one economist has said, 
“essentially set the tax structure for the entire period up to the 
Second World War.” One thing can be said with assurance: any 
harmful effects of the final act were far less than would have been 
caused by a sales tax, which would have reduced consumption 
directly. 


The great failing of Hoover’s fiscal policies was in not spending 
enough, rather than taxing too much. Even on spending though, the 
criticism is often too harsh. Hoover’s spending of $700 million on 
public works in 1931 was a large step toward subsequent New Deal 
levels. When it came to relief spending, however, Hoover remained 
adamant. If anything, he grew more hostile to the idea. The 
President came to believe a huge work relief program might be as 
demoralizing as a dole. His objections easily prevailed in January 
1932. 


The same alteration in public mood that was evident in the outcry 
over the sales tax soon made itself felt on the question of relief. The 
momentum for federal assistance for Depression victims became 
irresistible. After relief measures had passed both houses by 
comfortable margins, Senator Costigan rightly pointed out that 
“legislation which was taboo in January is sanctified in June.” The 
President vetoed the bill and obtained a version more to his liking, 
which he signed into law late in July. The sustained veto could not 
hide the fact that Hoover had lost on the question of principle. In 
his veto message, the President declared: “Never before has so 
dangerous a suggestion been seriously made to our country.” 


The results of the sales tax and relief battles showed that by 1932 
the shift away from the self-centered values of the twenties was well 
under way. “Leaders” were far behind the public mood and had to 
scramble to catch up with their “followers.” The growing values of 
compassion, justice, and equality were an important backdrop to the 
election of 1932, as well as to the rest of the Depression decade. 


Until the results of that election took effect, however, the Hoover 
administration remained in charge. That its values were out of step 
with the public mood was amply demonstrated in the handling of 
relief under the newly passed Emergency Relief and Construction 
Act. Hoover’s people were placed in the awkward position of 
administering a program to which they were philosophically 
opposed. The result was that the very limited federal funds made 
available for relief and public works were granted in the most 
parsimonious manner. Before a state’s governor could apply for a 
loan (for such they were, not grants), he had to sign an oath of 
poverty. Then federal officials nit-pickingly went over the 
application to see what they could reject. In short, a destitute state 
was to go through the same sort of humiliating experience that 
greeted the individual who sought assistance.® 


The oft-noted contrast between the Hoover administration’s 
favorable attitude toward assistance for bankers and its reluctance 


to help the poor centers on the most important institution created in 
the Hoover presidency, the Reconstruction Finance Corporation. 


When the National Credit Corporation fizzled in the fall of 1931, 
voluntarism had had its last chance. Bankers themselves were, as 
Hoover said, clamoring for government action. The result was the 
creation of the RFC, the boldest move Hoover made in the way of 
government intervention to combat the Depression. The model was 
the War Finance Corporation. In finally taking action based on the 
war analogy, Hoover was recognizing that the collapse was more 
severe than he had previously admitted. The war analogy was 
important, too, because it emphasized the temporary nature of the 
proposed agency. 


While the RFC was unquestionably a new departure, it was also 
based firmly upon Hoover’s earlier assumptions. Business confidence 
was still seen as the key to recovery. “After all,” Ogden Mills asked 
at the Senate committee hearings on the RFC bill, “what is credit 
but confidence?” Moreover, the President still believed the essence 
of the crisis to be financial. And by emphasizing credit, Hoover was 
still working through the private sector. Noting these continuities, 
some observers go on to assert that Hoover had not changed his 
mind about government intervention at all. Elliot Rosen points out 
that while the President was pushing for the establishment of the 
RFC, he was simultaneously slashing the budget for public works: 
“RFC had really served as a camouflage for the achievement of 
federal fiscal retrenchment of a catastrophic nature.” 


This, in effect, is what happened; it goes too far, though, to 
contend that it was what Hoover intended. Believing confidence to 
be central to recovery and credit to confidence, the President was 
sincere in his advocacy of the RFC. His assumptions were wrong, 
but that does not mean that he was deceitful. The purpose of the 
RFC was to make government credit available to banks and other 
financial institutions. This, its backers hoped, would loosen credit 
throughout the economy and bring about recovery. Had the 
underlying assumptions been correct, it might have worked. The 
fundamental mistake was to think that the credit problem was one 


of supply. Given the paucity of purchasing power, businesses were 
not interested in obtaining loans. Expansion was the last thing on 
the minds of most businessmen in 1932. And bankers, fearful that 
their own positions were insufficiently liquid, were not anxious to 
make new commercial loans. In short, an enlarged supply of credit 
would not create its own demand. Hoover and the RFC were on the 
wrong side of the equation. 


This is not to say that the RFC did no good in 1932. What it 
accomplished was to save the American banking system, albeit only 
temporarily. RFC loans held off the collapse of the banking system 
until the final weeks of Herbert Hoover’s presidency, thereby 
providing Hoover’s successor with both a crisis and an opportunity. 
(I shall come back to the banking crisis in more detail later, because 
it came to a head during the weeks just before Franklin Roosevelt 
took office.) 


The controversy over banks versus people that plagued Hoover 
during 1932 reached its head in the summer and centered on the 
famous—or infamous—$90 million RFC loan to the Central Republic 
Bank of Chicago. Charles G. Dawes, president of the RFC and former 
Vice President of the United States, was a director of the bank. 
When the Central Republic appeared ready to go under in June 
1932, Dawes resigned his RFC position and returned to Chicago to 
take over the affairs of his troubled bank. The only hope was 
massive assistance from the RFC. This was granted, not because of 
Dawes’s relationship with the organization, but out of fear that the 
collapse of the Republic would take the rest of Chicago’s banks— 
and quite possibly those of the whole nation—with it. 


Although very likely justified from an economic standpoint, the 
Republic loan was a public relations disaster for Hoover. A few 
weeks before the loan was made, Chicago’s mayor had brought a 
delegation to Washington seeking an RFC loan to the city so that 
teachers and municipal employees could be paid. The RFC had no 
statutory power to make loans to cities and refused the request. To 
the public, though, the appearance was clear: Hoover’s RFC gave 
$90 million to a bank at the same time it denied a much smaller 


amount to the same city to pay its impoverished workers. 
Democratic campaign workers could not have invented a better 
piece of propaganda.’ 


That many people were prepared to believe the worst about the 
government and its agencies in 1932 was a reflection of how much 
the economy had deteriorated and the social fabric frayed by late in 
Hoover’s term. Many observers were warning that the desperate 
conditions facing Americans might produce a revolution. Such 
predictions were more common among the potential victims than 
the putative revolutionaries. A few years later the “substantial 
businessfolk” of Muncie remembered they had feared in the winter 
of 1932-33 that their world was collapsing. “We all laugh about it 
now,” one of them recalled in 1935, “but it was no joke then! At the 
time of the national bank crisis in 1933, when it seemed for a while 
that everything might collapse, many of us bought a great deal of 
canned food and stored it in our cellars, fearing a possible seige. 
One family I know bought enough for more than five years.” 


Wealthy businessmen were not alone in their forecasts of possible 
bloody upheaval. Prominent journalists and politicians agreed that 
revolution, rather than prosperity, might be right around the corner. 
William Allen White wrote in the fall of 1931 that effective relief 
would be “the only way to keep down the barricades in the streets 
this winter.” Several normally conservative labor leaders joined in 
the predictions of revolution. American Federation of Labor 
President William Green warned in 1931: “When despite every 
effort to get employment, men and women find no opportunity to 
earn their living, desperation and blind revolt follow.” Green saw 
evidence that such a situation was building at that time: 
“Throughout the width of our country these seeds of unrest are lying 
ready to be quickened by the radical propagandists or other 
irresponsible leadership.” As his words reveal, the labor chief 
emphatically did not favor revolution. Rather, he was suggesting 
that if revolt was to be prevented, industry must change its ways 
and give workers a fair share of the profits. 


By the spring of 1932, the AFL leadership had escalated its talk of 
approaching violence. Other leaders went further than Green. 
Speaking for the AFL, Federation Vice President Edward F. McGrady 
told a Senate subcommittee, “There will be a revolution in this 
country if nothing is done at once to create work for the 
unemployed or to meet their needs in some other way.” If the 
administration refused, McGrady continued, “to allow Congress to 
provide food for these people until they do secure work, as far as I 
am personally concerned, I would do nothing to close the doors of 
revolt if it starts.” Such strong language from the lips of so 
conservative a man as McGrady should have been enough to 
frighten those who had something to lose. If not, Green himself was 
back before a congressional committee, threatening a “universal 
strike” if Congress failed to remedy the situation. When Senator 
Hugo Black of Alabama asked, “That would be class war, 
practically?” Green replied, “It would be that ... that is the only 
language that a lot of employers ever understand—the language of 
force.” “If we do not get at the fundamentals in an orderly, 
constructive way,” Green said in August 1932, “we shall be swept 
aside by a tide of revolt.” 


When Senator Tom Connally of Texas charged the War 
Department with concentrating troops near urban areas, the 
secretary of War “referred to Reds and possible Communists that 
might be abroad in the land.” Some Americans were scared. Their 
worst fears never materialized, but the period was by no means 
entirely peaceful. 


In the realm of discontent, the farmers had a long head start. The 
clouds of agrarian unrest had been gathering since 1920. Those 
clouds were mature enough to produce small but powerful storms of 
violence in the Hoover years. The rebellious farmers have, however, 
generally been pictured as conservatives defending private property 
rather than revolutionaries seeking fundamental change. Arthur 
Schlesinger, Jr., has said of the agrarian rebels, “Theirs, as they saw 
it, was the way not of revolution but of patriotism.” But the 
evidence seems to point to a different conclusion. The leader of the 


National Farmers Union, John A. Simpson, said, “I feel the 
capitalistic system is doomed. It has as its foundation the principles 
of brutality, dishonesty, and avarice.” Conservative Edward O’Neal 
of the American Farm Bureau Federation told Congress in the winter 
of 1932-33, “Unless something is done for the American farmer we 
will have revolution in the countryside in less than twelve months.” 


Perhaps the major difficulty concerning the farm unrest lies in 
Schlesinger’s dichotomy between patriotism and revolution. It was a 
distinction that radical farmers did not make. As one elderly farmer 
participating in the Farm Holiday movement put it, “They say 
blockading the highway’s illegal. I says, ‘Seems to me there was a 
Tea-party in Boston that was illegal too. What about destroying 
property in Boston Harbor when our country was started?’ ” Talk of 
revolution, to these sons of the Middle Border, was the height of 
patriotism. Their nation had been born in revolution and some of its 
greatest heroes had glorified the right of revolution. “To the 
American,” one journalist wrote in 1932, “revolution is a birthright, 
an inheritance that no power can take away, a privilege to be 
guarded most jealously. If he seldom exercises his privilege, he has 
not forgotten that the right and responsibility are his.” 


Rebellious incidents were by no means confined to agricultural 
areas. Organized looting of food became a nationwide phenomenon. 
In March 1930 over a thousand New Yorkers standing in a Salvation 
Army breadline suddenly charged two bakery trucks that were 
making a delivery at a nearby hotel. Bread and pastry were thrown 
into the street and the hungry men scrambled to get it. It was 
reported to be common practice for groups of thirty or forty jobless 
men to enter a store and demand food. “The chain stores as a matter 
of policy refrained from calling the police in order to keep the 
incidents out of the papers.” In Detroit, people were often seen 
looting through broken store windows at night. In the drought- 
stricken areas of Arkansas in 1931, hungry residents used guns to 
force Red Cross officials (who seemed more worried about the 
possibility of non-needy impostors than feeding the desperate) to 
give out food. Hundreds of incidents like these could be recounted, 


but even that number would only scratch the surface of the 
rebellious mood many Americans had reached by 1932. It is almost 
certain that most of the small acts of lawlessness committed by 
bands of unemployed men were never recorded because in many 
areas newspapers would not print the stories. The editors, like the 
chain store managers, feared publicity might precipitate other such 
actions. 


Two urban mass actions of 1932 were, however, far too large to 
go unnoticed. These were the March battle between workers and 
police at Dearborn, Michigan, and the summer encampment of 
World War I veterans in Washington. 


On the frigid morning of March 7, 1932, some 3000 persons 
assembled in Detroit for a Communist-initiated march to the Ford 
River Rouge factory in Dearborn. Their purpose was to present a 
number of demands to the management of the Ford plant. Henry 
Ford had by this time fallen from his lofty perch of respect and was 
seen by many of the poor in the Detroit area (and throughout the 
nation) as a symbol of the old order’s evils. The march proceeded 
uneventfully through Detroit, which was under the enlightened 
leadership of Mayor Frank Murphy. But when the Dearborn line was 
reached, a group of gendarmes from that Ford-controlled 
community ordered the demonstrators to turn back. After they 
refused the police shot tear gas at the crowd, which responded by 
hurling back stones and chunks of frozen dirt. The forces of law and 
order retreated to the factory, where firemen began dousing the 
crowd with freezing water from their hoses and the police resumed 
their tear gas barrage, this time mixing it with gunfire. One 
petitioner was killed at this point and the crowd removed to a 
nearby field. There the police opened fire again, killing three more 
demonstrators and seriously wounding fifty others. 


This remarkable flash of class conflict ended five days later with a 
common funeral for the deceased protesters. Some 40,000 persons 
viewed the four bodies lying beneath a red banner presenting a 
picture of Lenin and the words “Ford Gave Bullets for Bread.” The 


bodies were lowered into their graves as a band played the 
“Internationale.” 


The most significant aspect of the battle at River Rouge is that the 
actual fighting was initiated not by the workers but by those taking 
their orders from business leaders. As the editor of the Amalgamated 
Clothing Workers’ Advance said, “The outrageous shooting at 
defenseless, peaceably marching unemployed workers in front of 
Henry Ford’s Dearborn plants best shows that the masters won’t 
wait till the slaves will take matters into their own hands.” 


The same point was made even more clearly several months later 
when the federal government used force to expel peaceable veterans 
of World War I from Washington. It all began in the spring of 1932, 
when a group of veterans in Portland, Oregon, began a march on 
Washington. Their purpose was to obtain the immediate payment of 
bonuses Congress had agreed to pay in 1945 to veterans of the 
European conflict. Many veterans insisted that immediate payment 
of the money would stimulate the economy and so help end the 
Depression. Styling themselves the Bonus Expeditionary Force (after 
the American Expeditionary Force, which had been their name in 
France in 1918), the group set out for Washington, riding freight 
cars and subsisting on handouts. By the time the Portland group 
arrived in the District of Columbia, many other veterans had taken 
up the idea and were en route to the capital. Eventually their 
number grew to more than 20,000. Under the pressure of these 
people who lobbied with their feet, the House passed a bill for 
immediate payment of the bonus. The Senate, however, defeated the 
measure. Some veterans gave up and went home, but others decided 
to stay in Washington. They built shacks on the Anacostia Flats and 
sent for their families. All continued in relative calm until Congress 
adjourned. On the final day of the session, the veterans massed at 
the Capitol, expecting to see Hoover, who had firmly refused to 
meet with any of them. But at the last moment the President 
decided not to make the traditional visit to the congressional 
adjournment ceremonies. Their quest for the moment fruitless, some 
veterans began to leave the city. 


Others did not move quickly enough to suit some in positions of 
authority. At the end of July an incident in which a policeman 
started shooting at unarmed veterans, one of whom was killed, 
provided a pretext for action. General Douglas MacArthur, 
disobeying orders from Hoover, decided to drive the Bonus Army 
out of the District. The veterans were given one hour to remove 
themselves, then MacArthur’s troops began throwing tear gas and 
prodding the slow moving with bayonets. A seven-year-old boy who 
tried to go back to his tent for his pet rabbit was stabbed in the leg 
by a soldier who shouted, “Get out of here, you little son of a bitch!” 
The pathetic “Army” was quickly driven out of Washington by 
MacArthur’s brave legions. After his glorious victory in the Battle of 
Anacostia Flats, the general was beside himself with self- 
congratulation. MacArthur insisted that the “mob” was driven by 
“the essence of revolution.” He asserted that it was “beyond the 
shadow of a doubt” that the Bonus Army had been about to seize 
control of the government. Actually the veterans had been prepared 
to seize nothing larger than MacArthur’s imagination. The fears of 
those in power had again magnified the danger. 


One of the final ironies of the Hoover administration was that the 
President was blamed for the brutal eviction of the Bonus Army. 
Hoover let MacArthur get away with insubordination—encouraging 
a habit that the general would continue to exercise—and publicly 
took responsibility for the action. This was part of a calculated 
campaign move to the right. By this time the President’s knack for 
assessing situations wrongly was well developed. Moving to the 
right in 1932 put him on a collision course (or more accurately, a 
rapidly diverging course, since the public mood was already far to 
Hoover’s left) with a majority of the people, who were definitely 
traveling in the opposite direction. 


Revolution was not yet likely in 1932. But an unemployed store 
clerk who had written to the PECE to warn Hoover that he had 
better take action soon, “before we have to do something 
desperate,” touched on a critical point. Talk was cheap, and few of 
those who spoke or wrote radical words were ready to man the 


barricades. It was not, after all, the protesters who initiated the 
violence at Dearborn and Washington. But the restless words did 
show that faith in the economic system was beginning to erode.® 


The person elected president in 1932 would have what might well 
be the last chance to save the system through peaceful change. It 
was one of history’s critical moments. The time has come for a 
detailed look at the man upon whom that burden—and opportunity 
—fell. 


* Throughout the book, letters from “ordinary” people are reproduced exactly as they were 


written, without corrections in spelling or grammar. 


5 ¢ The Lord of the Manor: FDR 
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far from being one of them. Born into one of the few 

remaining pockets of landed aristocracy in post—Civil War 
America, that of the Hudson River country gentleman, Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt never wanted for anything that money could buy. 
This background is the single most important element in 
understanding Roosevelt’s career, beliefs, ability to deal with the 
Depression, and extraordinary relationship with the people, 
especially the poor. 


One of the main differences between the social development of 
the United States and that of such European nations as Great Britain 
and Germany was the lack of a powerful landed aristocracy in 
America. Before the Civil War, the southern planters represented 


T he man for whom a majority of the poor voted in 1932 was 


something of an American aristocracy; but the war and 
Reconstruction destroyed their power. Thus America’s rising 
capitalists in the late nineteenth century faced no effective 
counterforce such as that provided by the English Tories or the 
Prussian Junkers. The latter aristocratic groups checked the worst 
abuses of the British and German industrialists. They did this for 
two reasons: first, their sense of noblesse oblige led to a degree of 
paternalistic care for the poor; second, the aristocrats resented the 
rising power of the bourgeoisie and pushing social reform was a way 
to strike back at the new rich. Many social welfare laws that were 
enacted in America only in the 1930s had British and German 
counterparts dating from thirty to fifty years earlier. 


Significantly, when American social legislation was finally put on 
the books, it was pushed through by a landed aristocrat. Although 
the United States lacked a powerful class of aristocrats, it did possess 
certain individual patricians of great influence. The Roosevelt family 
is, perhaps, the best example of this limited American aristocratic 
paternalism. Theodore Roosevelt was a leading figure in the new 
paternalistic, nationalistic liberalism of the Progressive era. His 
relative, Franklin, brought those ideas to fruition. The wealth of the 
Roosevelts has led to much confusion about their loyalties. 
Throughout his career FDR was critical of businessmen. “Business 
must get out of politics,” he declared in 1911. He saw Wilson’s 1916 
victory as “the debacle of plutocracy.” The twenties found him 
calling for keeping “the control of our government out of the hands 
of professional money-makers” and denouncing “the old money- 
controlled crowd.” Neither such statements nor his far stronger 
denunciations of businessmen in 1936 indicated that Roosevelt was 
a traitor to his class. He never considered himself in the same group 
with the money-makers. His money was already made. “These 
millionaires,” Roosevelt said in a 1939 letter, clearly indicating that 
despite his wealth, he did not associate himself with the group, “are 
a funny crowd. They are perfectly willing to go along with lip 
service to broad objectives, but when you ask them to help put them 


into effect by any form of practical means, they howl in opposition 
and decline to suggest any other course.” 


Throughout his political career, from his earliest days in the state 
senate, Franklin Roosevelt was an unrelenting conservationist. This 
was a revealing reflection of his patrician background. The lord of 
the manor has an obligation to maintain and preserve the land. As a 
country gentleman, FDR believed in conserving more than forests. 
He took a neofeudal, paternalistic view of “his” people. During the 
1932 campaign he said privately that people who came to hear him 
speak had “the frightened look of children.” His background enabled 
Roosevelt to see himself as a true friend of the forgotten man. But it 
was a particular type of friendship, one based not on equality but on 
noblesse oblige. It was a characteristic of FDR, as it has been of most 
twentieth-century liberals, to speak of “community” but to see 
control of the national community as resting with a strong president 
who embodies the desires and needs of the people. It is fitting that a 
system with such feudal overtones was perfected by the Squire of 
Hyde Park. British diplomat Nigel Law made a point critical to 
understanding FDR when he said that Roosevelt “was a perfect 
example of the English Country Gentleman.”! 


Franklin Roosevelt’s background was different from that of almost 
all presidents—save his relative, Theodore—since John Quincy 
Adams. Our first six presidents were all aristocrats. Andrew Jackson 
changed that by emphasizing his “common man” origins. 
Thereafter, it helped to put a log cabin in one’s past, even if none 
had actually been there. Henceforth, an elite heritage was taken as a 
severe political handicap. In this regard, Franklin Roosevelt’s 
disability was large, but he had a way of turning handicaps to his 
advantage. 


In his “centenary remembrance” of FDR, distant relative Joseph 
Alsop argues that the Roosevelts were not American aristocrats. 
They were “nice people,” but were not at the “apex of the pyramid.” 
Strictly speaking, this is true, at least in terms of wealth. Roosevelt’s 
father, James, was “comfortable,” but his attempts to attain really 


great wealth had been thwarted by the depressions of the 1870s and 
1890s. (His experience with economic depression was somewhat 
different from that of his younger son.) James Roosevelt left an 
estate of $300,000. His wife, Sara Delano Roosevelt—one of eleven 
children—inherited approximately $1 million from her father. This 
may strike some readers as placing the Roosevelts among the “nice 
people,” indeed, particularly when one remembers how much a 
million dollars was worth in the late nineteenth century. But this 
was a long way from the apex of the pyramid. By way of 
comparison, Cornelius Vanderbilt left an estate of between $70 
million and $100 million. The difference is apparent in the contrast 
between the extravagant, gaudy display of the various Vanderbilt 
mansions—notably the one built for the Commodore’s grandson, 
Frederick, just up the road from the Roosevelt estate in Hyde Park— 
and the “very nice” comfort of the lesser Roosevelt mansion. 


In another sense, however, Alsop’s contention that the Roosevelts 
were not aristocrats will not wash. The very contrast between the 
Roosevelts and Delanos on the one hand, and the Vanderbilts on the 
other, makes the point. The former were “old money”; the latter 
demonstrated in their ostentatious style the newness of their wealth. 
Aristocracy, after all, is not measured in terms of wealth alone. The 
ancestry of the Roosevelt and Delano families placed them, without 
question, at the top of the social order. Sara Delano Roosevelt, a 
student in the genealogy of the two families, claimed relationship to 
numerous European aristocrats and at least a dozen Mayflower 
passengers. Among the more interesting ancestors she listed were 
William the Conqueror and Anne Hutchinson. Sara Roosevelt did 
not exaggerate when she remarked that her son had “had many 
advantages that other boys did not have.” 


That Franklin Roosevelt had this type of deep aristocratic 
heritage, rather than that of the self-made man or the nouveau 
riche, was of great importance. It provided him with a fundamental 
security and self-assurance. In addition, such people were 
customarily taught that their birthright carried with it the obligation 
of being good citizens. They had a duty of stewardship. Franklin 


Roosevelt’s achievement was to expand the concept of stewardship 
and combine it with a heavy dose of democracy, thus uniting 
Jefferson and Jackson. 


The man who would accomplish this remarkable political feat was 
the product of the second marriage of James Roosevelt, to Sara 
Delano. If not a June-December match, it was at least a July- 
October one. The future President’s father was fifty-four, his mother 
twenty-eight, when FDR was born in 1882. The maternal influence 
on the boy was far the greater. As the only child of a mother from a 
large family, young FDR was the center of attention. His mother, 
who took a Victorian view of power relationships between the sexes, 
served father and son alike. What Franklin failed to obtain from his 
parents, he was able to get from adoring servants. The boy rarely 
got into trouble as he always wanted to please and seemed to know 
what was necessary to do so, no small advantage for a politician. 


It was a terrible but necessary sacrifice for one in her social 
position when Sara Roosevelt sent her son at the age of fourteen to 
the nation’s most exclusive boarding school, Groton. Endicott 
Peabody had established the school for the purpose of instilling in 
boys of society’s upper ranks “manly Christian character.” The 
emphasis was not especially upon scholarship, but upon morality 
and vigor. Groton’s effect on Franklin Roosevelt in both regards was 
perceptible. Rector Peabody preached constantly upon the need for 
a man, especially one from the privileged class, to serve. This was 
very much in keeping with what young Roosevelt had been taught 
at home. The emphasis upon physical vigor also left its imprint on 
FDR. His build was too slight to excel at football, but he always 
tried with all his might to succeed on the playing field. The Groton 
ideal was implicit in a comment that Grotonian Averell Harriman 
made about Peabody: “You know he would be an awful bully if he 
weren’t such a terrible Christian.” What the Reverend Peabody 
wanted, it seemed, was for his boys to grow up to be like Theodore 
Roosevelt. That also became the passionate goal of Teddy’s young 
kinsman. The ideal may have placed an excess of stress on the 


“manly” and “physical,” and not quite enough on the moral, but this 
was only a part of Franklin Roosevelt’s education. 


As a lover of sailing and an accomplished yachtsman himself, 
Franklin longed to go to Annapolis, but his parents objected. In the 
spring of 1898, when Cousin Ted and the rest of the nation got 
caught up in the excitement of a splendid little war with Spain, 
Franklin plotted with two other Groton boys to sneak away to 
Boston and enlist in the Navy. A mild case of scarlet fever nipped 
this romantic notion in the bud. 


Harvard and the law, not Annapolis and the sea, were “proper” 
goals for a young gentleman. Harvard was, of course, an intellectual 
center, but not for all of its undergraduates. The other world at 
Harvard was that of the social elite: prep school backgrounds, 
parties, football, other extracurricular activities, and _ the 
“Gentlemen’s C.” It was to the latter Harvard world that young FDR 
naturally gravitated. He and a friend took a comfortable suite of 
rooms at one of the private dormitories and Franklin added a piano, 
even though he had never mastered the art of playing one. 


Academically, Harvard’s influence on the future President does 
not appear to have been overwhelming. He worked hard, but only 
sparingly on his studies. He took few of the easy, so-called football 
courses. Although he enrolled in several semesters of history, his 
knowledge of the subject upon leaving Cambridge seems to have 
been quite limited. In 1904, Roosevelt wrote an essay on Alexander 
Hamilton that was nothing more than hero worship and was replete 
with errors. His economics courses, fortunately, left even less of a 
long-term imprint. 


At Harvard, as at Groton, most of Roosevelt’s considerable 
energies were expended in nonacademic endeavors. He played scrub 
football and captained a club crew. Seeking the “strenuous” life, 
FDR took time to join the Harvard Republican Club in 1900 in order 
to work in support of Cousin Ted’s campaign to become Vice 
President. Although he had completed coursework for a degree in 
three years, Franklin returned to Cambridge for a fourth year in 
order to edit the Crimson. If his editorials are a gauge of his concern 


for the world’s problems at the age of twenty, the needle was 
pointing near “empty.” Editor Roosevelt directed most of his 
attention to the need for school spirit and a winning football team. 
If, at this age, winning was not to Franklin Roosevelt what it would 
later be to Vince Lombardi (“everything”), it was close to it. He did 
not, however, always win. Most significantly, Roosevelt failed to be 
selected for Harvard’s most elite club, Porcellian. This may have 
been the result of association with his nephew, who was involved in 
many escapades and who had just created a scandal by contracting 
what FDR biographer Frank Freidel calls “an unfortunate marriage.” 
Whatever the cause of Roosevelt’s rejection by Porcellian, many 
observers have contended it was one of the best things that 
happened to him. It may not have made him “more democratic” at 
the time, but it did reduce the additional elitist influences that the 
club might have had upon him. 


While at Harvard, Roosevelt was entirely caught up in its 
atmosphere, but this does not seem to have had any large positive 
influences on his later career. Although he surely did not learn 
much about pragmatism in the courses he took, FDR, like most 
college students, obtained much of his education outside the 
classroom. Pragmatism was “in the air” at Harvard at the turn of the 
century and the future President may well have caught a dose of it. 
Otherwise, his Harvard experience was more something from which 
he had to escape than what made him what he subsequently 
became. 


From Harvard, Roosevelt went on (as had Theodore, who was 
now President) to Columbia Law School. Before the end of his first 
year there, he had married his distant cousin (and the President’s 
niece), Eleanor. Franklin’s legal education made scant impression on 
him. When he passed the New York Bar Examination during his 
third year, he did not bother to complete his studies or take his 
degree. For the next few years, FDR settled into the pastimes of 
fathering children and being a legal clerk in a Wall Street law firm 
that specialized in defending corporations against antitrust suits. He 
was drifting into a life like that his father (who died while Franklin 


was a freshman at Harvard) had enjoyed. It was not long, though, 
before FDR decided that the footsteps he preferred to follow were 
those not of his father, but of Eleanor’s uncle.2 


In 1907 a group of clerks in the law firm for which Franklin 
Roosevelt worked discussed their ambitions. Roosevelt, one of the 
others later remembered, listed the steps he planned to take to reach 
his goal. “They were: first, a seat in the State Assembly, then an 
appointment as Assistant Secretary of the Navy ..., and finally the 
governorship of New York.” The clerk recalled FDR saying, “Anyone 
who is Governor of New York has a good chance to be President 
with any luck.” 


It was a blueprint that had already been shown to be workable. 
These were the stopovers Theodore Roosevelt had made (along with 
a stint as a war hero and a final pause at the vice presidency) en 
route to the White House. Why could not another Roosevelt, of 
another party, tread the same path? At twenty-five, FDR was quite 
confident of his abilities, his luck, and perhaps his destiny. The next 
few years did nothing to undermine that confidence. 


When a possibility arose in 1910 that he might become the 
Democratic nominee for the state assembly seat from Dutchess 
County, Roosevelt could not resist. His attractions for the normally 
losing upstate New York Democrats were his name and his money. 
FDR soon found himself the victim of a “bait and switch” tactic. The 
incumbent assemblyman decided to keep his seat and if Roosevelt 
wanted to run, it would have to be for the senate. This was a more 
prestigious position, but had two major drawbacks: Uncle Ted had 
started in the assembly, not the senate, and—far more serious—the 
larger senate district was heavily Republican. Franklin decided to 
give it a try, anyway. 

Thanks to the growing progressive/Old Guard split in the 
Republican party (between followers of TR and of President Taft), 
FDR had a chance. Waging a strenuous—what else?—campaign on 
progressive themes and getting considerable mileage out of both his 
name and an attention-grabbing red Maxwell touring car, Roosevelt 


won by just over a thousand votes out of more than 30,000 cast. 
The long journey to duplicate TR’s achievement had begun. And 
FDR had picked up from Dick Connell, the local Democratic 
candidate for Congress, the habit of beginning speeches with “My 
friends.” 


Franklin Roosevelt quickly made a name for himself. His surname 
was already well known, of course, but he now had to create an 
identity of his own, albeit one closely linked with that of his 
relative. The younger Roosevelt’s progressivism was at this point 
amorphous. In most respects it was not noticeably different from the 
“clean government” crusades so frequently identified with men of 
Roosevelt’s background. Despite his worship of Theodore Roosevelt, 
Franklin was still closer in philosophy to Grover Cleveland. No 
sooner had he arrived in Albany, though, than Roosevelt was 
making “good government” sound new and courageous. 


Joining with several other “progressive” Democrats, Roosevelt 
headed a faction that declared war on Tammany Hall. Holding the 
balance of power in the state senate, Roosevelt’s group tied up the 
legislature for weeks by refusing to support Boss Charles F. 
Murphy’s candidate for United States senator. (This was prior to the 
ratification of the Seventeenth Amendment and New York did not 
yet directly elect its senators.) In the end, the insurgents blocked 
Murphy’s original candidate, but had another Tammany choice 
shoved down their throats. Nevertheless, Franklin D. Roosevelt had 
gained much statewide and national publicity and was widely hailed 
as an up-and-coming progressive in the Democratic ranks. 


The youthful state senator continued to take every opportunity to 
gain publicity as a rising progressive star. Unlike the Tammany 
organization, Roosevelt supported Woodrow Wilson for the 
presidential nomination in 1912. When Josephus Daniels, Wilson’s 
choice to head the Navy Department, met FDR on the morning of 
the inauguration, he asked him how he would like to become 
assistant secretary of the Navy. “How would I like it?” Daniels 
remembered Roosevelt blurting, “I’d like it bully well. It would 
please me better than anything in the world ... the assistant 


secretaryship is the one place, above all others, I would love to 
hold.” The delight of the playwright—even one guilty of plagiarism 
—at seeing his script followed so neatly is understandable. 


Sitting at TR’s desk in the Navy Department, Franklin was in a 
position to influence patronage in New York and get his name 
before the public periodically. It was a pleasant job for one who 
loved ships. When he visited a Navy vessel, the assistant secretary 
commanded a seventeen-gun salute and an honor guard. FDR loved 
it. He loved even more getting a chance to pilot destroyers he 
visited. Before long, though, the career script called for a new 
political move. Had he been able to win an endorsement from 
Wilson, Roosevelt would have run for governor of New York in 
1914. Failing that, FDR attempted to alter Act II, Scene I, and took a 
fling at the available U.S. Senate seat. It was a mistake. Without 
Tammany support, the young reform candidate could not win the 
Democratic nomination. Roosevelt was crushed, both in and outside 
New York City. Overall, he lost by a ratio of nearly 3 to 1. 


Fighting in a war was part of TR’s prescription for the strenuous 
life. It was also, if one was resourceful enough to become a hero, a 
great help in reaching the White House. TR had employed his 
escapades with his Rough Riders to help elect him governor within a 
few months of the war. His account of the war, one wag said, should 
be entitled, “Alone in Cuba,” by Theodore Roosevelt. Three years 
later, he was President of the United States. Given these 
considerations, it was to be expected that Franklin Roosevelt would 
attempt to resign his post and enlist as soon as the United States 
entered the World War. Perhaps with visions of a San Juan Hill 
somewhere in the north of France, FDR did just that: attempted to 
enlist. Wilson would no more hear of this than he would allow TR to 
raise a “Roosevelt Division.” Franklin’s superiors convinced him that 
his services were more valuable in Washington. 


His fences with Tammany reasonably well patched, Roosevelt 
could probably have had the 1918 gubernatorial nomination and 
won the election. He declined, and Al Smith became governor. 
There was not too much danger that Roosevelt would be labeled a 


slacker, but he still hated to see a war go by without some personal 
adventure. FDR finally persuaded Secretary Daniels to send him on 
a mission to Europe. It gave the aspiring politician a chance to “see 
war” and even come briefly under hostile fire. When he returned, 
FDR planned to insist upon a commission so he could get into 
uniform before the war ended. His knack for contracting diseases, 
which had dashed his plans for enlisting in the Spanish-American 
conflict, now gave him influenza. By the time he recovered, it was 
too late; the Armistice was only a few weeks away. Roosevelt’s next 
brush with serious disease was not to turn out as happily. 


As always, Franklin D. Roosevelt’s eyes were searching for 
opportunities to advance his political career. The situation in 1920 
seemed singularly inauspicious for a progressive Democrat. The tide 
of public opinion had crested and was running rapidly in a 
conservative direction. The next stop in the Roosevelt script was to 
become governor of New York. But Democrat Al Smith was the 
incumbent. Roosevelt could have had the nomination for United 
States senator almost for the asking, but he was not at all sure he 
wanted it. A few friends and an occasional newspaper story actually 
boosted the man with the magic name for the Democratic 
presidential nomination. This was remarkable for someone whose 
total experience with elective office consisted of two years in the 
state legislature, but the talk was hardly serious. 


Deciding that the time was not good for a progressive politician, 
Roosevelt had two options: he could change with the times and try 
to ride the conservative wave, or he could stake out a position as a 
future leader of Democratic progressives and wait for the next 
change in public mood. Both calculation and inclination pointed 
FDR toward the latter course. 


Early in 1920 one of Roosevelt’s friends tried to push a Hoover- 
Roosevelt ticket. The proposed second name on the slate had no 
objections to the idea, and after Hoover announced his 
Republicanism the possibility of FDR as a vice presidential 
candidate lingered. That the ambitious Roosevelt was interested 
may seem surprising. The vice presidency was not only a seat of 


obscurity, it was also a road to political oblivion. Unless an act of 
God or an assassin intervened, no one was likely to hear of the vice 
president again. Other than those who were elevated by the death of 
a president, no vice president since Martin Van Buren, nearly a 
century before, had ever gone on to win a major party presidential 
nomination. What was more, it was almost certain that the 
Democratic nominee in 1920 was not ever going to become vice 
president. The ticket was highly likely to lose in November. 


All of this was well known to Franklin Roosevelt. His willingness 
to accept the vice presidential spot was a bold stroke. He expected 
to lose, but to build up a national following in the process. He could 
then go back and become governor of New York a few years later 
and win a presidential nomination when it would be worth having. 
It was a strategy that had never been tried. The subsequent political 
records of losing vice presidential candidates were even worse than 
those of winners. Only twice in the republic’s early years had men 
lost a bid for the vice presidency and then been placed in the top 
spot on a major ticket. Charles C. Pinckney had lost as the Federalist 
vice presidential candidate in 1800 and been chosen to head the 
campaign four years later. His running mate in 1804, Rufus King, 
lost the vice presidency that year and again in 1808, but won the 
worthless Federalist presidential nomination in 1816. It was not a 
record to inspire others to try this route to the White House. 


But Franklin Roosevelt was not a man who doubted the chances 
for his own success. Just because no one had ever lost a vice 
presidential race and gone on to become president was no reason to 
think he could not be the first. (FDR, incidentally, remains the only 
person ever to accomplish this feat.) Roosevelt went to the 1920 
party convention in San Francisco in a more optimistic frame of 
mind than many other Democrats. 


Much as New York’s Republican bosses had been glad to kick 
Theodore Roosevelt upstairs (or downstairs) to a vice presidential 
nomination in 1900 in order to get rid of him, Boss Murphy agreed 
to support FDR for the second position on the party’s national ticket. 
The degree of Murphy’s enthusiasm for the man who had caused 


him so much trouble in the past decade was apparent in his 
comment to Democratic presidential nominee James Cox’s campaign 
manager: “I don’t like Roosevelt ... but ... I would vote for the Devil 
himself if Cox wanted me to.” 


The 1920 campaign was for Roosevelt the national counterpart of 
the anti-Tammany fight in 1911: his name had helped put him 
where he was; now he had to build a reputation of his own to go 
with the name. Despite a few grievous mistakes, Roosevelt was a 
bright spot in the 1920 Democratic debacle. He seemed to be in a 
good position to make his gamble pay off by returning at the head 
of a future national ticket.3 


Several circumstances combined to make Franklin Roosevelt the 
man who could win the allegiance of so many of the down-and-out 
during the Great Depression. His patrician background with its 
supreme security and sense of stewardship was one; the influence of 
Eleanor Roosevelt was another. A third that is always mentioned, 
but which has generally been downplayed in recent years, was his 
struggle with polio. In searching for the basis of Roosevelt’s 
compassion and his rapport with the downtrodden, the importance 
of this dream-shattering disease deserves heavy emphasis. 


The results of the 1920 election showed unmistakably the 
direction of the country. FDR did not follow entirely on that 
conservative route, but he was sufficiently adaptable that he took up 
a position with a Wall Street firm. The following summer at 
Campobello, the exhausted Roosevelt was stricken with infantile 
paralysis. Both the local doctor and a Philadelphia specialist found 
vacationing at Bar Harbor misdiagnosed his illness, the latter 
prescribing precisely the wrong treatment and sending a $600 bill 
for his trouble. (Doctors who vacation at Bar Harbor are rarely 
inexpensive.) 


The pain was excruciating. At first, as was to be expected, 
Roosevelt was in “utter despair, feeling that God had abandoned 
him.” Until this point in his life, he had always gotten almost 
anything he wanted, effortlessly. Now he would have none of his 


desires—or so it seemed to others. But an upbringing in which a 
child usually gets his way if he is persistent is not all to the bad. It 
provided Roosevelt with his extraordinary self-confidence, tenacity, 
and optimism. He soon concluded that he could still attain his goals, 
only no longer would it be effortless. 


Those who saw Franklin Roosevelt, before and after, as a “Mama’s 
boy” did not understand his nature at all. In fact, had he been that, 
he would simply have vanished from political life. After his 
crippling attack, his mother strove constantly and ruthlessly to make 
him a lifelong invalid. In one sense, it was her fondest dream. She 
could care for her son at Hyde Park as she had for her elderly 
husband. But Franklin would have none of it. Part of his aristocratic 
heritage entailed stoic acceptance of hardship, not complaining. 
FDR had previously had little opportunity to practice this virtue, but 
now he performed it superbly. With the support of Eleanor, he 
refused to admit defeat—or even the possibility of defeat. 


Eleanor Roosevelt was not without a powerful ally in her struggle 
to keep her husband looking ahead. Louis McHenry Howe, a 
newspaperman who had joined Roosevelt’s entourage in 1912 and 
decided immediately that FDR was destined to be president, would 
not give up on that destiny. Until his death in 1936, Howe was a 
central figure in Roosevelt’s political efforts. During the 1932 
campaign for the presidency, Roosevelt supporter Robert Jackson 
gave what may be the best capsule description of Howe, as he 
directed the campaign from his cramped office. Howe, Jackson said, 
was “an implausible little man ... 5 feet 4 or 5 inches tall, his frail 
cadaverous frame is topped by a face that is stretched taut about the 
skull underneath.” “His age,” Jackson continued, “defies 
computation; he could be forty, or fifty, or sixty. His clothes are a 
sartorial ruin, disorderly and in need of cleaning. He appears 
constantly on the verge of physical collapse.” 


Louis Howe clearly saw Franklin D. Roosevelt as the vehicle for a 
political rise that someone of Howe’s appearance and qualities could 
never hope to accomplish on his own. But his devotion to FDR was 
not mere calculation. Roosevelt was his idol. Jackson suggested that 


the worship may have been partly “the instinctive reverence of the 
physically inferior man for the Apollo.” After August 1921, Howe’s 
hero no longer fit the role of Apollo, but the devotion and obsession 
with reaching the White House remained; perhaps it even 
intensified. 


Roosevelt’s political career scarcely skipped a beat when he was 
stricken with polio. Howe controlled the flow of information to 
newsmen, indicating that Roosevelt would recover completely. A 
month after the initial attack of the disease, Roosevelt accepted a 
position on the executive committee of the New York Democratic 
party. The road back to political prominence would be long and 
extremely difficult, but Roosevelt was determined to make the 
journey, even if he could not do it by foot. 


The importance of Roosevelt being struck by a serious disability 
can be overestimated, but that importance was very great. Few if 
any events totally change a person after he has reached adulthood. A 
basic set of characteristics is already well formed and subsequent 
developments react upon that base. Frances Perkins has been 
criticized for asserting that Roosevelt “underwent a spiritual 
transformation during the years of his illness.” That term does imply 
too much. FDR’s religious faith appears to have changed little. It 
was, Eleanor Roosevelt later said, “a very simple religion. He 
believed in God and his guidance.... He could pray for help and 
guidance and have faith in his own judgment as a result.” That 
simple, undogmatic faith, Mrs. Roosevelt believed, helped account 
for her husband’s confidence in himself. Always convinced of his 
own destiny, FDR decided soon after he was taken ill that he “must 
have been shattered and spared for a purpose beyond his 
knowledge.” It was a short step to concluding that God’s purpose 
was what his had always been: to make him President of the United 
States. 


Roosevelt’s illness did change him in important ways. Determined 
always to succeed in politics, FDR had nonetheless been something 
of a carefree playboy before his paralysis. He seems to have become 
inwardly more serious afterward. Most of all, Roosevelt’s suffering 


helped to broaden his patrician sense of stewardship into a more 
genuine sense of compassion. “The man emerged,” Frances Perkins 
wrote, “completely warmhearted, with humility of spirit, and with a 
deeper philosophy. Having been to the depths of trouble, he 
understood the problems of people in trouble.” 


This was absolutely critical to Roosevelt’s later relationship with 
victims of the Great Depression. It worked both ways. He was able 
to understand suffering in a way a country gentleman would not 
have otherwise been likely to. And, to the deprived, the smiling 
“only thing we have to fear is fear itself” attitude Roosevelt took in 
the face of the Depression was acceptable and uplifting only because 
he had overcome a terrible affliction himself. Without this “blessing 
in disguise,” Roosevelt’s jauntiness in the thirties would likely have 
turned people against him as an overprivileged man who did not 
understand life’s hardships. When asked years later if he ever 
wotried, Roosevelt responded: “If you had spent two years in bed 
trying to wiggle your toe, after that anything would seem easy.” It 
cannot be seriously doubted that Roosevelt’s paralysis changed him 
in more than the obvious physical ways. It enabled him to present 
voters with a magnificent success story, one with which people in 
the Depression could identify far more readily than they could with 
tales of business success. 


For all the qualifications, it can still be said that had Franklin 
Roosevelt not contracted polio, it is highly unlikely that he ever 
would have become the “man for the times” during the Great 
Depression. The disease was not alone, however, in providing FDR 
with sufficient compassion to deal with the collapse. He owed much 
of his success to his wife. 


Anna Eleanor Roosevelt was Franklin D. Roosevelt’s fifth cousin, 
once removed. FDR’s great-great-great-great grandfather, Nicholas 
Roosevelt (1658-1742), of the first generation of the family born in 
the New World, was also Eleanor’s great-great-great-great-great 
grandfather. Eleanor was the first child of Theodore Roosevelt’s 
younger brother, Elliott, and his wife, the former Anna Hall. 


Eleanor’s arrival in the world was not an entirely welcome event, at 
least to her mother. Both parents had wanted a “precious boy” and 
the little girl was “a more wrinkled and less attractive baby than 
average.” This was not pleasing to Anna Hall Roosevelt, herself a 
beautiful woman. Moreover, Mrs. Roosevelt had a very difficult 
pregnancy and almost died. Eleanor began life under a cloud of 
guilt. Her mother never became reconciled to the little girl’s 
appearance and called her “Granny.” 


Given this rejection by her mother, it was natural that Eleanor 
developed a strong affection for her father, a man of great 
expectations and little willpower, who frequently suffered from 
bouts with excessive quantities of alcohol. Her father’s health 
problems led to long periods in Europe, during some of which 
Eleanor was left at home. She felt abandoned and unloved. On her 
fourth birthday, Eleanor told her father that she “loved everybody 
and everybody loved her.” The first half of this was often the case 
later in her life, but Eleanor Roosevelt’s love for everybody was, she 
must have often felt, unrequited. 


Her one love as a child, her father, was frequently exiled. When 
Eleanor was eight her mother died—an event that seemed most 
important to her as a chance to live again with her father. But 
Elliott Roosevelt died two years later, leaving Eleanor with a feeling 
of complete loneliness. She was placed with her grandmother, who 
treated her poorly and put her under the authority of a cruel 
governess. Even as a child, Eleanor felt sympathy for the poor and 
rejected (with whom she felt an obvious kinship). 


Attendance at the progressive Allenswood School outside London 
helped Eleanor’s compassion blossom. When she returned home, she 
remade the acquaintance of her distant cousin, Franklin, whom she 
had met and played with on various occasions during their 
childhoods. They fell in love and Franklin shocked his mother on 
Thanksgiving, 1903, by telling her that he planned to marry 
Eleanor. Marriage was not what Sara Roosevelt had in mind for her 
pride and joy, at least not for another decade or so. She did all she 
could to break up the couple, but failed. They were married on St. 


Patrick’s Day, 1905, in New York. Eleanor’s uncle, the President of 
the United States, gave away the bride and, according to some 
accounts, strove to be the bride, as was his wont on most occasions. 
Marriage to the President’s niece gave FDR even greater social 
prestige than he already enjoyed and brought him closer to the 
family of his idol. 


In the first eleven years of their marriage, Eleanor gave birth to 
six children, an occupation that left her little time for further 
intellectual and social development. Her mother-in-law continued to 
dominate the family. Sara was turning Eleanor into a conventional 
young society matron. The two women were, in fact, rivals for the 
affections of both Franklin and the children. In revealing fashion, 
Franklin always tried to ignore the conflict between his wife and his 
mother, acting as if all were well. 


Besides her close relationship to TR, Eleanor soon proved in other 
ways to be an important political asset to her husband. Although 
still quite shy, her thoughtfulness and kindness made many friends 
for Franklin in both Albany and Washington during his early career. 
She was not nearly as physically unattractive as many people who 
knew her only from unflattering photographs in later years believed, 
and what she lacked in outward beauty was more than made up by 
her warmth and “inner radiance.” Eleanor’s eyes “caressed one with 
sympathy and studied one with intelligence.” 


Work during World War I led Eleanor Roosevelt to become more 
independent. It also saw her make a commitment to public service 
and helping others. The sleeping princess, as Archibald MacLeish 
put it years later, had been awakened. But it was not the World War 
experience alone that changed Eleanor Roosevelt into an 
independent woman dedicated to social service; there was at the 
same time a private war. 


Eleanor apparently had long seen conjugal relations of a physical 
nature as a duty rather than a pleasure. Such was the expectation— 
although surely not always the reality—for women who were 
products of the Victorian Age. Mrs. Roosevelt fulfilled the 
expectation. Sex, Eleanor later told her daughter Anna, was an 


ordeal to be borne. She bore the ordeal often enough during the first 
eleven years of her marriage; but after giving birth to six children, 
she wanted no more. This was entirely understandable, particularly 
since her children all weighed more than ten pounds at birth, and 
one, Elliott, was almost twelve pounds. Having no knowledge of 
birth control, and too shy to ask anyone, Eleanor Roosevelt saw 
abstinence as the only way. After early 1916, Franklin and Eleanor 
never again lived together as husband and wife. 


In his 1956 biography of Roosevelt, James MacGregor Burns said 
that “rumormongers” spread a story that Franklin “had fallen in love 
with another woman and that Eleanor had offered him his 
freedom.” Rumormongers are not always wrong. In the period 
beginning in 1916, FDR became increasingly fond of his wife’s 
social secretary, Lucy Mercer, with whom he eventually started an 
affair. Miss Mercer, although penniless, was descended from one of 
the “best” families. The Washington elite, Elliott Roosevelt has said, 
would have placed Miss Mercer a few rungs higher than the 
Roosevelts on the social ladder. 


Some encouraged the affair—Theodore Roosevelt’s daughter, 
Alice, for one. She invited the clandestine couple to dinner, later 
saying with the cruelty for which she was noted: “He deserved a 
good time. He was married to Eleanor.” Anxious to cause as much 
trouble as possible, Alice attempted to tell Eleanor about the 
situation. Mrs. Roosevelt already had her suspicions; the proof came 
in September 1918, when Franklin returned from his trip to see the 
war. His flu had progressed into double pneumonia and Eleanor 
unpacked his luggage. There she found a package of love letters that 
Lucy Mercer had written to Franklin while he was away. 


Eleanor promptly offered her husband a divorce, as the 
“rumormongers” said. FDR was of a mind to accept this proposition 
and launch a more permanent adventure with Lucy. Two 
considerations dissuaded him. His mother told him that if he 
followed that course, she would cut off his money. Equally 
compelling was the undeniable effect that being divorced for 
adultery would have on his political career. It would end it. (On this 


subject, at least, voters are more liberal in Ronald Reagan’s day than 
they were in Roosevelt’s.) So an understanding was reached. 
Franklin agreed never to see Lucy again and Eleanor stayed on as 
his public partner, but not his private wife. She kept her part of the 
bargain; he did not keep his. FDR and Lucy stayed in touch over the 
years. He secretly provided a limousine for her during his 1933 
inauguration. With the help of many friends, including his daughter 
Anna, and Bernard Baruch, Franklin saw Lucy often during the last 
years of his life. She was present at his death. Eleanor knew nothing 
about this until after FDR died. 


In some respects her husband’s infidelity was the sort of life- 
altering event for Eleanor that being stricken with polio would be 
three years later for Franklin. Eleanor Roosevelt now moved toward 
complete independence. She realized henceforth that advancing her 
husband’s career was a means to advancing her own. The more 
prominent he was, the more good she might hope to accomplish 
through humanitarian endeavors. In 1932 she frankly said in an 
interview, “I never wanted to be a President’s wife, and I don’t want 
to now.” She was, nevertheless, the best “President’s wife” this 
nation has ever had. 


Their lack of “normal” marital life notwithstanding, Franklin and 
Eleanor were a winning team. Their strengths complemented each 
other. Her compassion was a match for his ambition, and over the 
years, particularly after their great crises, each of these qualities 
began to rub off on the other spouse. It is almost certain that 
Franklin Roosevelt would not have become president without 
Eleanor’s help; it is absolutely certain that if he had, he would not 
have been the same beloved, benevolent father figure that he 
became during the Depression. For Eleanor Roosevelt was at least as 
widely perceived as her husband as a person who genuinely cared 
for the fate of others. The letters that Depression sufferers wrote to 
her were every bit as laudatory as those written to FDR. Being First 
Lady gave Eleanor Roosevelt a wider arena in which to distribute 
her love. 


For that is what it came down to. From her tragic childhood 
onward, Eleanor Roosevelt’s life was a search for love. In seeking to 
be loved by others, she was lavish in spreading her own love, both 
widely and deeply. She was not the sort of person who claims to 
love “everybody,” but has real affection for nobody. On the 
contrary, her general compassion was reflected in intensely warm, 
personal friendships with many individuals. She was, Joseph Lash 
writes, “a woman of great vitality, whose affectionate nature 
overflowed and ... constantly sought opportunities to dispense love 
upon those she cared about and those who needed her love.” 


In recent years, the suspicion has arisen that at least one of those 
who needed her love may have had an unseemly amount of it 
lavished upon her. Many of the letters that were exchanged between 
Mrs. Roosevelt and Lorena Hickok, an Associated Press reporter who 
was assigned to cover her in 1932 and became a great friend, 
suggest a passionate, physical relationship. Hickok gave Eleanor a 
ring, which—in a fascinating act symbolic of her private 
independence under her public role as Franklin’s wife—she wore 
during the 1933 inauguration ceremonies. It is interesting to 
compare this secret act by Eleanor with FDR’s secret provision of a 
car for Lucy Mercer on the same day. “Oh! I want to put my arms 
around you,” Eleanor wrote to Hickok a few days later. “I ache to 
hold you close. Your ring is a great comfort. I look at it and think, 
she does love me, or I wouldn’t be wearing it!” 


There can be little doubt that Lorena Hickok did love Eleanor 
Roosevelt and desired to make that love physical. Given all we 
know of her quest for love and her problems with her husband, it 
would not stretch credibility to believe that such a desire was 
reciprocated. Yet, despite such passionate letters as the one quoted 
above, there is strong reason to believe that the sort of love Mrs. 
Roosevelt sought was neither heterosexual nor homosexual, but 
asexual. She wrote letters similar to those she sent Hickok to many 
other friends of both genders. What matters for a_ historical 
understanding of one of the most important figures in the twentieth 
century is her need for love and her expression of it for the 


downtrodden of the nation and the world. Helping others made her 
feel needed. Beyond that, it is not necessary to go into her personal 
life in an attempt to find conclusive answers.5 


During the 1920s, Franklin Roosevelt and Al Smith, former 
opponents who later became bitter enemies, had an interlude of 
close political cooperation. In 1922 Roosevelt helped Smith regain 
the governorship he had lost in the Harding landslide. Two years 
later, Roosevelt became the titular head of Smith’s campaign to win 
the Democratic presidential nomination. Smith asked Roosevelt to 
make his nominating speech before the convention in Madison 
Square Garden, and Roosevelt responded to the challenge of his first 
major address since his illness with a superb effort in which he 
called Smith the “happy warrior of the political battlefield.” The 
speech helped Smith, although not enough to win the nomination 
that year. It helped Roosevelt more, by showing that he could not be 
written off as a political force. 


He was, though, a man who had never held elective office higher 
than a seat in the state legislature, had lost his last two elections, 
labeled himself a progressive in a period of strong conservatism, and 
was partially paralyzed. It is certainly remarkable that such a man 
could continue to be a power in politics. There was, of course, the 
magic surname, but that cannot explain much. Theodore Roosevelt, 
Jr., also had the name—and a much closer association with the man 
who gave it its attraction—but his political career never got past an 
unsuccessful New York gubernatorial nomination in 1924. Far more 
than his name, his unceasing effort kept Franklin Roosevelt a force 
in the Democratic party. The reverse side of the coin of political 
banishment for a party is opportunity for one whose name is already 
known and who is tenacious at political work. Richard Nixon did 
much the same thing in the 1960s. Roosevelt undertook many 
unglamorous political tasks in the twenties. He kept up a 
voluminous correspondence with Democratic leaders around the 
nation. And as Nixon did four decades later, Roosevelt staked out a 
position for himself moderately to the side of center toward which 


he believed his party would have to lean if it wanted to regain 
power. “Hamiltons we have today,” Roosevelt wrote in 1925. “Is 
there a Jefferson on the horizon?” It was a role he was most willing 
to accept, should it be offered. 


In 1926, FDR declined all requests that he run for the Senate. He 
did not need another defeat on his record, and he had just started at 
Warm Springs, Georgia, what he hoped would be a cure for his 
paralysis. Two years later, the political outlook was no better, but 
Roosevelt’s career took its last, decisive turn toward the White 
House anyway. He again nominated Smith, giving a speech aimed at 
the radio audience rather than the crowd in the Houston arena. This 
was a significant development in itself, for Roosevelt was the first 
major politician to understand how the new medium was changing 
politics. He sensed that the rousing speech that worked well in a 
large hall was not right for entering people’s living rooms. (This was 
a lesson that Edward Kennedy had not yet learned in 1980.) 


After Smith’s nomination, New York and national Democratic 
leaders mounted increasing pressure on Roosevelt to run for 
governor. He wanted no part of it, principally because he realized 
that the Republican tide was at its peak in 1928 and he thought he 
would lose. Even if he won, serving as governor of New York would 
propel him toward the presidential nomination in 1932. 
Anticipating a continuation of Republican prosperity, both 
Roosevelt and Howe feared that 1932 was too early to win the 
White House. Howe had from the start of his planning pegged 1936 
as the year. But the party leaders and Smith himself, believing that 
Roosevelt’s upstate strength was needed for the presidential 
candidate to carry New York in 1928, would not take “no” for an 
answer. Thus one of the greatest Roosevelt ironies: for all the 
planning that he and Howe had done for nearly two decades, the 
decision that put FDR into a position to win the presidential 
nomination at a time when that turned out to be tantamount to 
election was forced upon him against his will, and over the 
strenuous objections of Howe. (“If they are looking for a goat,” 
Howe said, “why doesn’t Wagner sacrifice himself?”) Roosevelt’s 


belief in his destiny must have seemed confirmed by this twist of 
fate in which he took a giant step toward the White House in spite 
of himself. 


While Al Smith was losing his home state in the 1928 presidential 
election, Franklin Roosevelt was narrowly winning the race to 
succeed Smith in Albany. The campaign and Roosevelt’s activities as 
governor dispelled fears (and carefully nurtured political 
propaganda) that he was physically incapable of carrying out the 
duties of an executive. 


When the Depression began, Roosevelt’s policies did not 
substantially differ from Hoover’s. But the New York governor 
quickly developed a far more positive image. Roosevelt had done 
enough and the political tide had turned sufficiently against the 
Republicans that he won a smashing reelection victory in 1930, 
defeating his opponent by some 725,000 votes. “I do not see how 
Mr. Roosevelt can escape becoming the next presidential nominee of 
his party,” said New York Democratic party chairman Jim Farley the 
day after FDR’s 1930 victory, “even if no one should lift a finger to 
bring it about.” Roosevelt no longer had any thought of trying to 
escape this fate, and many fingers were lifted over the next twenty 
months to bring it about. Increasingly, Governor Roosevelt took a 
more liberal position. “I believe the country is ready for a more 
progressive policy,” Roosevelt wrote in 1931. During that year, 
while Hoover still clung to the hope that private philanthropy could 
meet relief needs, Roosevelt called for the creation of a Temporary 
Emergency Relief Administration. This organization was set up, with 
social worker Harry Hopkins as its executive director, but it 
provided little relief. In fact, Roosevelt’s program for dealing with 
the Depression remained only slightly bolder than Hoover’s. 
Roosevelt was the choice of progressives in 1932 largely because of 
the lack of alternatives. His liberalism was still timid, but in 
comparison with what others were doing, especially in Washington, 
it could be made to look daring. This he did rhetorically in the 1932 
presidential campaign. It worked. 


As with most political figures, it is very difficult to find the real 
Roosevelt under his public mask, which almost always wore a smile. 
To most of those who knew him or met him, FDR’s dominant 
characteristic was reducible to the word “charm.” He was able to 
charm even those who opposed his policies or were not satisfied 
with the accomplishments of his programs. Millions of Americans 
credited Roosevelt for everything they liked, but blamed others for 
what upset them. This was especially noticeable among southerners, 
many of whom in the later thirties became uncomfortable with the 
New Deal but wanted to remain loyal to their party and President. 
“Now I understand how it was possible for my family to worship 
FDR despite all the things he had done during his administration 
that enraged them,” southern journalist Florence King has written. 
“ .. It was very simple: Credit Franklin, better known as He, for all 
the things you like, and blame Eleanor, better known as She or ‘that 
woman,’ for all the things you don’t like. This way, He was cleared, 
She was castigated, and We were happy.” 


Such reasoning was not confined to the South or to conservatives. 
Many working-class people who were discontented with the failure 
of the New Deal to go far enough wrote to complain ... and at the 
same time to praise the President. “You send the stuff to Poor but 
we dont get It,” protested a 1936 letter. The writer went on to say: 
“What wonderful man you have been I will always vote for you.” 
After informing him that her family’s children were suffering from 
undernourishment, a Californian told FDR in 1935: “You are the 
best president we ever had.” 


Whatever a Roosevelt supporter disliked was someone else’s fault. 
For conservatives, the guilty party was likely to be Eleanor 
Roosevelt, Harry Hopkins, or Secretary of Agriculture Henry A. 
Wallace. For those on the left, blame was more frequently placed on 
relief administrators, Republicans, “Wall Street,” “the Interests,” or 
simply “them.” In any case, the fault was not the President’s. “I am 
sure the President,” a Seattle man wrote, “if he only knew, would 
order that something be done, God bless him.” Such letters became 
almost a litany: 


If only he knew about the starvation wages on WPA projects; 

If only he knew that people were not being paid when they were sick; 

If only he knew that food was being destroyed while people went hungry; 
If only ... If only He knew, then he would make everything right. 


But he did not know. That was certain. Because if he did, he 
would do something, God bless him. Even people on the verge of 
starvation believed this. A mother of seven hungry children wrote to 
the President early in 1934: “You have tried every way to help the 
people.” Another Californian complained of “slave wages,” but 
wrote to FDR: “You are wonderful. But surely this treatment is 
unknown to you.” A Chicago man was another of those who were 
sure the President could not “know whats going on around here.” 
The treatment of relief clients, he said, was very unfair, but “we 
know that it is not your fait but is the foult of those who are 
working in the relief stations.”” 


Poor people were ready—even eager—to believe that local 
officials were destroying food and clothing to make the unemployed 
turn against FDR. “Id give my heart to see the President,” a 
destitute North Carolina woman told FERA investigator Martha 
Gellhorn in 1934. “I know he means to do everything he can for us; 
but they make it hard for him; they won’t let him.” Here the “they” 
who were at fault were left unenumerated. 


This pervasive tendency to absolve Roosevelt and blame unnamed 
others for what one dislikes has still not died. Ronald Reagan, even 
while attempting to dismantle the New Deal, continued to speak of 
Roosevelt with obvious admiration. He told an interviewer on the 
occasion of the one hundredth anniversary of FDR’s birth that 
“other people” caused the damage: “President Roosevelt started 
administering medicine to a sick patient, but those people who then 
gathered around and became the structure of government had no 
intention of letting the patient get well and cutting him off the 
medicine.” When he attacked the New Deal, Reagan carefully 
avoided mentioning Roosevelt by name. 


President Reagan was well advised to refrain from direct assaults 
on the New Deal President. Franklin Roosevelt’s popularity remains 
remarkable a half century after the beginning of his presidency. In 
January 1982 an NBC-Associated Press national survey found 63 
percent of the American public still had a favorable opinion of FDR, 
compared to only 11 percent who had an unfavorable opinion—and 
this in the midst of the putative Reagan reaction. 


The popularity of Franklin D. Roosevelt is unprecedented among 
twentieth-century American politicians. Four years after his death, 
more than 42 percent of a group of nearly one thousand 
Philadelphia residents named FDR as their first choice as the 
greatest person in history. Another 10.6 percent named him as their 
second choice. Finishing second in the survey was Abraham Lincoln, 
with only 8.5 percent of the first-place votes. George Washington 
was third with 5.1 percent. It is highly unlikely that a similar poll 
taken either during the thirties or today would obtain similar 
results. The findings are stunning all the same. The survey also 
showed that admiration for Roosevelt was highest among those 
whose economic class was listed as “lower,” but that those listed as 
“middle” and “upper-middle” nominated him as a great man almost 
as frequently as did the lower-class people. Only among the “upper” 
economic group was there significantly less liking for the late 
President among Philadelphians in 1949. 


Part of Roosevelt’s popularity, doubtless, is attributable to the 
circumstances in which he held office. Few presidents whose 
administrations never faced a major crisis have been labeled “great” 
by many observers beyond their immediate families. Roosevelt 
experienced two of the nation’s largest crises during his twelve-year 
reign: the Great Depression and World War II. Yet facing crisis does 
not guarantee popularity. Not even being in office when a crisis 
ends does that. Rutherford Hayes and William McKinley each had 
the good fortune to be in office when a depression begun under his 
predecessor came to an end. Although McKinley was certainly 
popular, his “greatness” was never rated on a level even remotely 
close to FDR’s. (And this despite the fact that McKinley also had a 


“splendid little war” to advance his prestige.) Presiding over a war is 
no assurance of popularity, either, as the more recent experiences of 
Harry Truman and Lyndon Johnson attest. Richard Nixon spent 
much of his time in office trying to find—or create—major crises 
with which he could deal and so become a “great” president. The 
end of his presidency is a testament to the inadequacy of such an 
approach to popularity and greatness. 


Hence we must search beyond the mere “good fortune” of facing a 
depression and a war in order to explain the extraordinary public 
affection for FDR. The answer seems to lie in the man’s position and 
Weltanschauung. During hard times, people want a leader from a 
secure background. Roosevelt obviously met that requirement. But 
that is not enough. In the aforementioned 1949 study of Roosevelt’s 
popularity in Philadelphia, Fillmore H. Sanford hypothesized that to 
underprivileged people “a tremendously powerful man who still is 
personally very human and who still champions the little man’s 
cause is the truly admirable man.” This, Sanford rightly concluded, 
was the way most of the forgotten Americans looked at FDR. “He 
was perceived,” Sanford wrote, “as a warm, understanding man, a 
man with great power and status, a man with competence who was, 
withal, a champion of the little man.” 


No other American politician in this century has been able to play 
the part of the democratic patrician quite like FDR. The Kennedys, 
perhaps Robert more than his brothers, have come the closest; and 
Roosevelt’s Republican kinsman did a good job in originating the 
role at the start of the century. But no one else has gotten quite the 
audience reaction or rave reviews that the Democratic Roosevelt 
received. 


The combination of warmth and power allowed Franklin 
Roosevelt to remain popular with many working-class Americans 
almost without regard to his particular actions or policies. When 
Hoover said that all the country needed was a restoration of 
confidence, people jeered; when Roosevelt told them that they need 
fear nothing but “fear itself,” people nodded their agreement and 
their spirits rose. “From his fresh mind and resolute utterance,” The 


New York Times said editorially of Roosevelt after his inauguration, 
“the people accept, with great calm and fine spirit, what would have 
seriously upset them if it had been set forth by a dying 
Administration.” Will Rogers captured the early attitude toward 
Roosevelt when he said: “The whole country is with him. Just so he 
does something. If he burned down the Capitol, we would cheer and 
say, ‘Well, we at least got a fire started anyhow.’ ”8 


To many working-class Americans, Franklin Roosevelt was the one 
great hope in the midst of despair. He could do no wrong. Martha 
Gellhorn’s 1934 report from the Carolinas indicated the adoration of 
FDR in terms that would be difficult to improve upon: 


Every house I visited—mill worker or unemployed—had a picture of the President. 
These ranged from newspaper clippings (in destitute homes) to large coloured prints, 
framed in gilt cardboard. The portrait holds the place of honour over the mantel; I can 
only compare this to the Italian peasant’s Madonna. And the feeling of these people for 
the President is one of the most remarkable emotional phenomena I have ever met. He 
is at once God and their intimate friend; he knows them all by name, knows their little 
town and mill, their little lives and problems. And, though everything fails, he is there, 
and will not let them down. 


This admiration—love is not too strong a word—of poor Americans 
for Franklin Roosevelt was something so powerful that in some 
cases it has survived for decades after his death. In 1981, Southern 
Exposure magazine published a recent photograph of a Kentucky 
coal mining family in their home. On the wall above the family 
members is a wall hanging showing Jesus tending His flock. Above 
that hangs a picture of FDR. 


The association of Roosevelt with Jesus or other religious figures 
was common among Depression victims. A Wisconsin woman who 
reported that a three-year-old girl who was visiting her home had 
identified a picture of FDR as “Saint Roosevelt” spoke for many 
when she wrote: “As long as Pres. Roosevelt will be our leader 
under Jesus Christ we feel no fear.” Others referred to the President 
as a new Moses. And for those who saw Roosevelt’s place in the 


Chain of Being as a bit lower than those of Christ and Moses, 
Abraham Lincoln provided a convenient substitute. “My wife and I 
consider you to be the most humane man to occupy the chair since 
Lincoln,” an elderly Texan wrote to FDR in 1935. An Arkansas 
Republican agreed: “Roosevelt has proved himself to be one of the 
greatest humanitarians and the most Christian of any President since 
Lincoln’s time.” 


Even people who normally distrusted politicians had affection for 
FDR. “Your husband is great,” a Denver woman wrote to Mrs. 
Roosevelt in 1936. “He seems lovable even tho’ he is a ‘politician.’ I 
wish him all the success in the world.” Here was a critical point. 
Roosevelt was unquestionably a master politician, but few viewed 
him that way. Rather, it was in his role as paternalistic guardian 
that he was most commonly seen. A textile worker spoke for 
millions in 1934: “The president isn’t going to forget us.” Frequently 
letter writers addressed the Roosevelts in their communications as 
father and mother of the nation. 


The personality, rhetoric, and actions of the Roosevelts all added 
to their popularity among disinherited Americans. Ironically, 
however, conservative businessmen and partisan Republicans may 
also have provided significant assistance to FDR in winning worker 
support. People are often known by their enemies. That the rich 
hated Roosevelt was all many poor citizens needed to know to 
convince them that he was their friend. Opponents often made FDR 
seem more radical than he was. Soon after Roosevelt’s famous 
“Forgotten Man” speech in 1932, his former ally, Al Smith, declared: 
“T will take off my coat and vest and fight to the end any candidate 
who persists in any demagogic appeal to the masses of the working 
people of this country to destroy themselves by setting class against 
class and rich against poor!” In a similar vein, the arch-conservative 
Liberty League probably added unwittingly to the President’s 
popularity when it suggested early in 1936 that he sought 
“redistribution of income on a grand scale.” The year before, 
Roosevelt aide Rexford Tugwell had asserted that a sweeping attack 
on the New Deal by the United States Chamber of Commerce was 


“perhaps one of the best things which has happened politically.” He 
seems to have been right. An Indiana admirer wrote in a typical 
1935 letter that she liked FDR because “his most bitter opponents 
are the (Rich) the Chambers of Commerce Principaly the 
manufacturers.”? 


It has often been said that Franklin Roosevelt was a pragmatist. In 
one of his more famous statements, he said at Oglethorpe University 
in May 1932: “The country needs and, unless I mistake its temper, 
the country demands bold, persistent experimentation. It is common 
sense to take a method and try it: If it fails, admit it frankly and try 
another. But above all, try something.” But what he intended to try 
was something, not anything. In the proper sense of pragmatism, 
Roosevelt had a goal in mind. His experimentation was always 
aimed at particular, if often vague, ends. 


John Dewey, one of the founders of pragmatism, insisted that 
Roosevelt’s approach was not what he intended. “Experimental 
method is not just messing around nor doing a little of this and a 
little of that in the hope that things will improve,” Dewey wrote in 
1935. His criticism was generally well taken, but Roosevelt does 
seem to have had a more consistent end in view than Dewey or 
many Roosevelt critics gave him credit for. He was what might be 
called a “pragmatic humanist.” His pragmatism was always rooted 
in compassion. 


Like most political leaders, Roosevelt was no intellectual. Former 
Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, in his ninety-third 
year, perceptively summarized FDR after talking with him in 1933. 
“A second-class intellect,” the famous jurist stated, “but a first-class 
temperament!” That temperament, that personality, was able to lift 
the nation’s spirits in the depths of the Depression. Perhaps more 
could have been accomplished by a first-class intellect, but under 
the circumstances a first-class temperament may have been more 
effective. 


Several of the more noted intimations that Roosevelt was an 
intellectual lightweight went too far. Walter Lippmann said he 


considered Roosevelt “a kind of amiable boy scout.” George Creel 
referred to him more accurately as “a gay, volatile Prince 
Charming.” “His mind is quick and superficial,” William Allen White 
wrote of Roosevelt in 1934. “Of this I am dead sure. He still smiles 
too easily for one who shakes his head so positively. I fear his smile 
is from the teeth out.... He is a fair-weather pilot. He cannot stand 
the storm.” On this last point, White was obviously proven wrong. 
He was not far off, though, in seeing Roosevelt’s mind as “quick and 
superficial.” Roosevelt had always been able to read books at an 
incredible speed and easily retain the gist of their contents, but he 
was not given to deep reflection. 


Franklin Roosevelt was a figure of great importance in the 
development of modern liberalism, but he was anything but a 
systematic thinker himself. Ironically, though Roosevelt was a 
longtime advocate of planning, he had no plan. He wanted simple 
answers, but he was quick to move from one expedient to another. 
On one occasion, for instance, President Roosevelt laughingly said: 
“I experimented with gold and that was a flop. Why shouldn’t I 
experiment a little with silver?” But he never lost confidence. And 
that, perhaps, was the key to his popularity. FDR never expected 
anything that he did to go wrong. Although the only thing he had to 
fear may have been fear itself, his countrymen had far more tangible 
problems. Roosevelt was always reassuring, but he was not quite a 
Pollyanna. Like other liberals, he sought action. Roosevelt never 
denied problems, he simply asserted his capacity to solve them. 
People tended to believe him. One reason for this was _ his 
remarkable ability, first demonstrated at the 1928 convention, to 
utilize the radio. His personality and warmth came across the 
airwaves in extraordinary fashion. Even lifelong Republicans and 
veteran Roosevelt-haters have testified that while listening to his 
broadcasts they sometimes weakened to the point of almost 
believing him—a condition from which they usually recovered by 
the next morning when they read newspaper accounts of what he 
had said. The President was able to identify himself and his 
programs with the people, and to do so in a believable manner. “My 


friends,” he would begin, and continue with such phrases as “you 
and I know ...” When Roosevelt addressed “our problems” and 
illustrated them with touching stories, few Americans were able to 
resist his charms.1° 


What Franklin D. Roosevelt sought, he said in a 1932 speech, was 
“social justice through social action.” It was an excellent statement 
of Roosevelt’s political position and the dominant values of 
Depression America. The key to understanding FDR’s political 
success is that his positions so often coincided with the values of a 
people struggling for economic—and in many cases, physical— 
survival. Roosevelt stated the relationship perfectly in his first 
inaugural address: “The people of the United States ... have made 
me the present instrument of their wishes.” This sounds like the sort 
of democratic hogwash that all politicians indulge in, and it 
probably was little more than that to Roosevelt when he said it. But 
it was an accurate forecast of the relationship between President 
and people during the next few years. 


Why were Roosevelt and a majority of the American people on 
the same wavelength during the Great Depression? Did he sincerely 
want to help the nation, or was he oriented only toward self- 
advancement? These raise other questions that can no more be 
definitively answered about Roosevelt than they can in general. 
Doubtless Roosevelt, with his sense of stewardship, his democratic 
feelings, and his personal experience with suffering, really wanted 
to help the people; he also wanted to become president, be 
reelected, and go down in history as a great leader. 


Whatever the particular mix of motivations, Roosevelt succeeded 
on all counts. The recent Chicago Tribune poll of presidential 
scholars impressionistically rated Roosevelt as the third best 
President of the United States. He came in second, behind Lincoln, 
on a composite of separate ratings for different qualities, and would 
have easily won the top overall ranking had it not been for his 
justifiably low score on “character/integrity.” Roosevelt did receive 
the highest rating of all presidents for leadership. 


Roosevelt had, we should hasten to add, numerous faults. John 
Gunther, in his largely hagiographic Roosevelt in Retrospect, offers a 
representative list: “dilatoriness, two-sidedness (some would say 
plain dishonesty), pettiness in some personal relationships, a 
cardinal lack of frankness..., inability to say No, love of 
improvisation, garrulousness, amateurism, and what has been called 
‘cheerful vindictiveness.’ ” Several of these flaws centered on one 
basic defect in Franklin Roosevelt, one unfortunately shared by most 
politicians. Lippmann had seen it at the beginning of 1932: “He is 
too eager to please.” This led to FDR’s “two-sidedness,” his “cardinal 
lack of frankness,” and his “inability to say No.” Louisiana Senator 
Huey Long explained the problem during the period prior to 
Roosevelt’s inauguration: “When I talk to him, he says, ‘Fine! Fine! 
Fine!’ Maybe he says ‘Fine!’ to everybody.” FDR, Richard Hofstadter 
noted, “could say ‘my old friend’ in eleven languages.” 


That Roosevelt wanted to please everyone was a serious, if 
understandable, character flaw, and one that hurt him on many 
occasions. Perhaps more striking was his failure to recognize the 
problem. The most interesting revelations to come out of the tape 
recordings Roosevelt secretly made during the 1940 campaign 
demonstrate his remarkable ability at self-deception, at criticizing 
others for faults he himself exhibited to an even larger extent. “Of 
course, the trouble with Willkie, as you know, his whole campaign 
—the reason he’s losing—,” Roosevelt said in October 1940, “is that 
he will say anything to please the individual or the audience that he 
happens to talk to. It makes no difference what he’s promised. 
J.P.M. [perhaps J. P. Morgan] ... will come in and say, ‘Now Mr. 
Willkie, please, will you, if elected, do thus and so?’ ‘Quite so!’ Then 
somebody else comes in, and he says ‘Of course I won’t.’ ” 


Along the same lines is the most damaging information to emerge 
from the tapes—Roosevelt’s suggestion that his campaign workers 
“way, way down the line” spread rumors about Willkie’s affair with 
a New York woman. The President further urged that word be 
spread that Willkie’s wife had been paid to act during the campaign 
as if they were happily married. “Now, now,” FDR said, “Mrs. 


Willkie may not have been hired, but in effect she’s been hired to 
return to Wendell and smile and make this campaign with him. Now 
whether there was a money price behind it, I don’t know, but it’s the 
same idea.”!1 


At the very least, such a statement coming from the lips of a man 
who had had an affair beginning more than two decades earlier 
with a woman in whose arms he would die—and whose own spouse 
was a political partner, not a wife—was incredible hypocrisy. But 
these two 1940 statements together seem to indicate that Roosevelt 
actually failed to realize that he was guilty of the faults he pointed 
out in others. 


It must be recognized not only that Roosevelt was far from 
perfect, but also that he did things in his personal and political life 
that were simply despicable. None of this, however, prevented him 
from being one of the few people who can truly be said to have 
personally changed the course of history. One need not be an 
advocate of the “great man” school of history (I emphatically am 
not) to argue that had Roosevelt not won the Democratic 
nomination in 1932, or had the unemployed bricklayer who 
attempted to assassinate him in February 1933 been a better 
marksman, the United States—and, presumably, the world—would 
be a different place today than it is. How it would be different 
cannot be said with any certainty, but Roosevelt personally had an 
important impact on the course of history during the ensuing years. 


6 - “And What Was 
Dead Was Hope”: 
1932 and the 
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than that of being dealt a royal straight flush in five-card-stud 
poker, but only marginally so. Most voters blamed either 
Herbert Hoover or big businessmen for the Depression. Both were 
inextricably bound up with the Grand Old Party; all three were 
sinking in a common embrace. 
Association with financiers and industrialists was doubly damning 
for the Republican party. Not only were businessmen blamed for 
causing the Depression, their attitudes during the crisis showed 


Ts: probability of a Republican victory in 1932 was better 


them to be even more heartless and selfish than did the increasing 
revelations of their past shady dealings. While many poverty- 
stricken workers were contributing part of their meager wages to 
help the unemployed, the wealthy often refused to make any 
sacrifice. Henry Ford, erstwhile champion of high wages, insisted 
that businessmen had no responsibility for the jobless. Such 
prominent financiers as Albert Wiggin of the Chase National Bank 
and J. P. Morgan manipulated their incomes through such devices 
as the pretended sale of stock to their wives, so that they paid not a 
penny of tax in the early years of the Depression. 


The Depression grew worse almost by the day in 1932. This was 
due, at least in part, to the draconian program of retrenchment that 
Hoover had instituted at the end of 1931, in his desperate attempt 
to restore confidence by balancing the budget. By May, Hoover’s 
brief burst of optimism at the year’s outset had expired. He was in 
the depths of despair, and privately predicted that a new collapse 
would occur within three weeks. A few weeks later, Charles G. 
Dawes resigned as head of the Reconstruction Finance Corporation 
and returned to Chicago to prepare not only for the likely failure of 
his bank, but for the possible crash of the whole system. Perhaps for 
the first time, the true dimensions of the Depression were dawning 
on administration leaders. Hoover’s social and economic beliefs may 
have been the right ones, but their chance had passed. People were 
no longer willing to wait. The public did not understand the causes 
and solutions of unemployment, but people could judge policies by 
results. They had little tolerance for anyone who claimed current 
policies were working when, in fact, more jobs were being lost. One 
indication of how desperate the situation was came in June when 
Chicago Mayor Anton Cermak told a House committee that the 
federal government still had a choice: it could send relief, or it could 
send troops. 


Under the circumstances, Herbert Hoover was an almost certain 
loser in 1932, but so was any other Republican. Some in the party 
hoped that Hoover would follow Coolidge’s precedent and “choose 
not to run.” This, one party official said, would make it possible to 


“look forward to the nomination of Coolidge or Dawes.... The effect 
would be electrical. There would be no stopping us.” The man who 
expressed this view suffered from an overdose of wishful thinking. 
The idea that they could restore Coolidge Prosperity by bringing 
back Coolidge was a measure of how desperate the Republicans 
were in 1932. The people were in no mood to buy such nonsense 
that year. “We are in a new era to which I do not belong,” Coolidge 
himself said a few months later, shortly before his death, “and it 
would not be possible for me to adjust myself to it.” This may have 
been the most penetrating of all Coolidge’s notable statements of 
wisdom. 


The Republicans could not repudiate Hoover without appearing to 
accept blame for the Depression. Few of the party’s delegates who 
gathered in Chicago in June were enthusiastic about Hoover; fewer 
still sincerely believed he had much chance of winning a second 
term. Nowhere in the city, it seemed, was a picture of Hoover 
displayed, not even in the convention hall. Slides of the President 
flashed on a screen during the demonstration following the placing 
of his name in nomination. Such quick flashes apparently were all 
the Republicans wanted as reminder of their candidate. 
Significantly, the Hoover demonstration ended with the playing of 
“California, Here I Come, Right Back Where I Started From.” Few 
doubted that this was an appropriate, if embarrassing, choice. The 
most impressive, though rather questionable, endorsement was 
carried by one of those seconding Hoover’s nomination. Brought 
“fresh” from the Lincoln Memorial was this message from the 
sixteenth President: “If you see him, speak to Hoover for me and say 
that this road is the one I traveled.” It may have seemed to some of 
the cheerless delegates that the only enthusiasm for Hoover came 
from beyond the grave.! 


Democrats had every reason to be optimistic. After more than a 
decade in the political wilderness, the party expected to win. 
Nevada Senator Key Pittman spoke for Democrats everywhere: “I am 
tired of being in the minority. I want to win.” The likelihood of 


victory meant the struggle for the nomination would be even more 
fierce than was the party’s custom. As far as most party regulars 
were concerned, though, the most important qualification for a 
candidate was that he be able to capitalize on the people’s hatred 
for the incumbent without alienating many voters himself. In short, 
the party needed someone who looked like a president. The twin 
disabilities of death and Republicanism having made Warren 
Harding unavailable, Governor Franklin D. Roosevelt of New York 
was the front-runner. 


Many were looking for a hero to save the nation. Teddy had been 
a hero; why not another Roosevelt? It might seem strange that 
people looking for a “man on horseback” turned to a man in a 
wheelchair. But the aura of the heroic seemed to many to surround 
this second Governor Roosevelt of New York. 


Although FDR was the clear front-runner, that was no guarantee 
of victory. The party’s requirement that its nominee win two-thirds 
of the convention votes, rather than a simple majority—a rule 
instituted a century earlier to allow southern Democrats to veto 
candidates unacceptable to them—meant that Roosevelt’s 
nomination was far from a certainty. Such Republicans-in- 
Democratic-clothing as the party’s millionaire national chairman, 
John J. Raskob, feared the New York governor. They generally 
grouped behind FDR’s predecessor as governor, Alfred E. Smith. 
Since his 1928 loss to Hoover, Smith had been hobnobbing with the 
rich and in the process lost whatever progressive tendencies he had 
ever possessed. H. L. Mencken later wrote that Smith had “ceased to 
be the wonder and glory of the East Side and [become] simply a 
minor figure of Park Avenue.” Progressive Republican Harold Ickes 
of Illinois said in the spring of 1932 that Smith had become “an 
enthusiastic little brother of the rich.” On the other side of the 
Democratic party, some agrarian reformers from the South and West 
were skeptical of Roosevelt. They backed the candidacy of Speaker 
of the House John Nance Garner of Texas. Garner also attracted 
another type of Democrat. “Unconsciously, what they want,” a 
political writer said early in 1932, “is a Democratic Coolidge, and 


they instinctively feel that Garner is their man. They are not 
wrong.” By the summer, however, it was apparent that in their 
developing mood the voters wanted no Coolidge of any kind. Garner 
faded rapidly after assuming leadership of the drive to adopt a sales 
tax. He failed to win support because he hooked his wagon to a 
horse (or, rather, a Hearst) going in the wrong direction. Despite his 
“populist” reputation, Garner joined with the conservative forces of 
Bernard Baruch and William Randolph Hearst. Garner had little 
choice, since Roosevelt had already preempted much of the 
progressive support and the Texan needed Baruch’s financial 
backing, but in the context of 1932 this move to the right was fatal 
to his chances for attracting popular approval. 


Roosevelt’s early advisers—Louis Howe, Jim Farley, and old 
Wilson confidant Colonel Edward House—carried him to the front of 
the pack, but they grew overly optimistic and almost lost the 
nomination. When it became clear to Roosevelt that this team was 
not making sufficient progress with delegates to assure winning the 
necessary two-thirds and that they were certainly not capable of 
developing solutions to the nation’s economic problems, FDR sought 
to widen his staff. Governor Roosevelt’s legal counsel, Samuel I. 
Rosenman, suggested in March that a group of academic advisers be 
formed. Although leery of such people, Roosevelt agreed and asked 
Raymond Moley of the Columbia Law School to assemble a group of 
professors. Thus was conceived the assemblage of academics that 
New York Times reporter James Kieran later dubbed the “Brains 
Trust.” The group was to play a crucial role in Roosevelt’s 1932 
victories and in shaping the New Deal. 


The key figure in the Brains Trust (the plural was used originally, 
although subsequently it came more often to be “Brain Trust”) was 
Raymond Moley. Moley grew up in the _ populist-progressive 
tradition in small town Ohio. At the age of ten, he was already an 
avid follower of William Jennings Bryan, and considered himself an 
enemy of “the Interests” and “Wall Street.” By the time he was 
sixteen, Moley owned an often-read copy of Henry George’s Progress 
and Poverty. When he began his doctoral studies at Columbia in 


1914, Moley came under the spell of historian Charles A. Beard, 
thus becoming even more solidly progressive than he had been 
before. For a time he flirted with socialism. After taking his degree 
in political science, Moley became an expert on criminal justice, 
eventually returning to Columbia. There he came to know Louis 
Howe and, through him, he met Roosevelt in 1928. 


Moley’s first important collaboration with Roosevelt was the 
“Forgotten Man” radio address early in April 1932. It set the tone 
for the campaign and the New Deal by reflecting the values that 
were emerging among the people as the Depression progressed. The 
speech created something of a sensation. It committed Roosevelt to 
a humane theme and program, including a much larger role for the 
federal government than it had ever before assumed in peacetime. 
The speech stressed the idea that the root cause of the Depression 
lay in the problems of farmers and the consequent lack of 
purchasing power in the rural-small-town half of the population. 
This placed Roosevelt clearly among those who saw lack of demand 
—underconsumption—as the key, and some form of redistribution 
of income as the solution. FDR attacked Hoover’s recovery program 
as an elitist, trickle-down approach. What was needed instead, 
Roosevelt said, were “plans like those of 1917 [a reference to the 
American war economy, not the Russian Revolution] that build from 
the bottom up and not from the top down; that put their faith once 
more in the forgotten man at the bottom of the economic pyramid.” 
“A real economic cure,” Roosevelt declared, “must go to the killing 
of the bacteria in the system rather than to the treatment of external 
symptoms.” 


This struck some as radical talk. Senator Cordell Hull of 
Tennessee, a Roosevelt supporter, feared “another Bryan campaign 
of 1896.” The most bitter attack came from Al Smith. “I protest,” 
Smith declared, “against the endeavor to delude the poor people of 
this country to their ruin by trying to make them believe that they 
can get employment before the people who would ordinarily employ 
them are also again restored to conditions of normal prosperity.” 
Smith was endorsing the trickle-down approach. 


As the criticism from the right over the “Forgotten Man” speech 
rose, Howe, House, and other members of the inner circle told 
Roosevelt to back off, to take a conservative tack. Even progressive 
Senator Burton K. Wheeler of Montana recommended that Roosevelt 
clarify his position by saying that “in calling attention to the 
necessity of doing something for the foundation, he did not mean to 
criticize any proper efforts to repair the roof.” Roosevelt rejected 
this advice and gave another stirring speech only five days after 
Smith’s attack on him. In his Jefferson Day address at St. Paul, FDR 
called for “a real community of interest,” “common 
participation ... planned on the basis of a shared common life, the 
low as well as the high. In much of our present plans, there is too 
much disposition to mistake the part for the whole, the head for the 
body, the captain for the company, the general for the army,” 
Roosevelt said. “I plead not for a class control, but for a true concert 
of interests.” 


Roosevelt’s veteran advisers were looking backward; he and 
Moley were looking forward. FDR had an understanding, perhaps an 
instinctive one, that what would have been political suicide a few 
years before was just what many Americans wanted to hear in 1932. 
They had seen enough attempts at roof repair and were anxious for 
some foundation work. Roosevelt’s “radical” speeches came in the 
month following the public outcry that had defeated the sales tax. 
Roosevelt and Moley must have understood that message from the 
public. Siding with the top of the pyramid was no longer the 
expedient thing to do. (This is not meant to imply that FDR’s 
speeches were motivated mainly by expediency, but that he realized 
contentions that his position would be politically disastrous were 
mistaken.) 


Roosevelt had based his promise of curing the nation’s economic 
ailments on increasing the purchasing power of the farmer. The only 
trouble was that neither Roosevelt nor Moley could figure out how 
to do this. An economist with new ideas and some knowledge of 
agriculture was needed. Moley looked, naturally, to the Columbia 
faculty and found Rexford Guy Tugwell. Tugwell was the son of a 


modestly successful fruit grower and canner in upstate New York. 
He studied economics at the University of Pennsylvania, where he 
came under the influence of Scott Nearing and Simon N. Patten. He 
was especially impressed with the arguments of J. A. Hobson that 
underconsumption is a basic flaw of capitalism. 


Always a maverick, Tugwell believed in experimentation and 
loved order and symmetry. As early as 1924, he was calling for a 
new experimental economics that rejected the divinity of Adam 
Smith. Tugwell was a firm believer in planning and government 
regulation of the marketplace to protect the consumer. He thought 
the planning done in the American economy during World War I 
was a Step in the right direction. In 1927 he visited Russia and he 
later believed that he had seen the future there. Laissez faire, 
Tugwell believed, was nearing its end and social control was coming 
to the forefront. Eventually, he said, “business will logically be 
required to disappear. This is not an overstatement for the sake of 
emphasis; it is literally meant.” 


Rex Tugwell was the most radical of Roosevelt’s academic 
advisers, but he was not at this point completely out of step with the 
others. Moley remembered that Tugwell’s “original and speculative 
turn of mind made him an enormously exhilarating companion. Rex 
was like a cocktail, his conversation picked you up and made your 
brain race along.” He may have also had this effect on Governor 
Roosevelt. Certainly he influenced the candidate, although not as 
much as Tugwell would have liked. The economist kept most of his 
more radical notions to himself when he was around Roosevelt, and 
was able to sell him on some less grandiose ideas. 


The Tugwell influence was first apparent in FDR’s speech at 
Georgia’s Oglethorpe University in May. There Roosevelt spoke of 
the possibility of using “drastic means” to correct “the faults in our 
economic system.” The candidate’s famous “bold, persistent 
experimentation” statement was completely in line with Tugwell’s 
thinking. Roosevelt aligned himself with the growing public hostility 
to bankers and greedy businessmen: “We cannot allow our economic 
life to be controlled by that small group of men whose chief outlook 


upon the social welfare is tinctured by the fact that they can make 
huge profits from the lending of money and the marketing of 
securities—an outlook which deserves the adjectives ‘selfish’ and 
‘opportunist.’ ” In the twenties many people had not considered 
those adjectives particularly damning. Roosevelt was wagering that 
they were taken as terms of opprobrium in 1932. They were. If we 
wanted our economic order to endure, Roosevelt told his audience, 
we must “bring about a wiser, more equitable distribution of the 
national income.” The candidate had placed himself solidly in line 
with the set of values that Americans were embracing under the 
impact of the Depression. It is significant that this move to the left— 
for such it was—was made after Roosevelt had been crushed by 
Smith in the Massachusetts primary and was in need of reigniting 
his campaign. 

The new emphasis of the Roosevelt campaign was crystallized in a 
long memorandum Moley wrote in May. In this document Moley 
called for a reorientation of the Democratic party toward humane, 
progressive policies and a lower- and middle-class base. Moley 
denounced the economic view that “sees to it that a favored few are 
helped and that some of their prosperity will leak through to labor, 
to the farmer, and to the small businessman.” This, he said, was the 
reactionary view of the Republicans, but some Democrats (e.g., Al 
Smith) shared it. “There is,” Moley continued, “no room in this 
country for two reactionary parties.” What the people wanted, he 
asserted, was “not a choice between two names for the same 
reactionary doctrine. The alternative should be a party of liberal 
thought, of planned action, of enlightened international 
outlook, ... of democratic principles.” 


Here was an outline of the principles of the New Deal (Moley used 
that term in the May memorandum, although without any 
emphasis), even to the point of suggesting the party realignment 
that Roosevelt attempted in 1938. Nothing Moley said was 
inconsistent with the general positions Roosevelt had taken for 
many years, but Moley organized and filled them out. They were in 
the background of the 1932 campaign and the early New Deal 


measures; they surged to the forefront in the Second New Deal of 
1935 and Roosevelt’s reelection campaign in 1936. By that time, 
though, Moley had taken a right turn and become distressed over 
Roosevelt’s move in just the direction Moley himself had outlined in 
1932. 


By the time Moley wrote this memorandum, he had recruited the 
third and last member of the Brains Trust. Adolf A. Berle, Jr., was 
the son of a Congregationalist minister. The Social Gospel 
permeated the Berle household. Something of a prodigy, Berle took 
his p.a. at Harvard at age eighteen, his ma. a year later, and a law 
degree at twenty-one. He had wanted to study history, but had 
heeded his father’s unassailable argument that no one could expect 
to make a respectable living as a professional historian. Instead, 
young Berle entered upon a law career, hoping to influence a 
change in the American economy that would put some of the 
teachings of the Social Gospel into practice. 


Berle obtained a position at Columbia Law School in 1927 and 
received a grant that enabled him to hire an assistant, Gardiner C. 
Means, and study the influence of corporations on modern American 
life. When he joined Roosevelt’s group of academic advisers, Berle 
became its most moderate member. With his Christian background, 
he believed that businessmen could be redeemed and made to act 
benevolently. Berle favored a federal incorporation act for the 
purpose of regulating corporations through a Federal Trade 
Commission with sharpened teeth.2 


Feeling was running so high against the Republicans in 1932 that 
almost any Democrat could have won the presidential election. The 
only prominent Democrat capable of losing was Al Smith. His own 
backers recognized this, and Smith himself may have known it. 
Hoover was the perfect “issue.” There was no point in raising the 
specter of Catholicism again and diverting attention from the 
Depression. 


Yet diverting attention from the Depression was precisely what 
the people behind Smith had in mind. Raskob and his associates on 
the Democratic National Committee strove to ignore economic 
issues and concentrate on prohibition. The DNC was “trying to 
merge ... with the Republican Party on everything except 
prohibition,” Kentucky Democrat Alben Barkley charged. The zeal of 
this group for repeal was grounded in more than their taste for 
alcohol. 


Whether or not Smith thought of himself as a serious contender, 
his key backers clearly never intended to nominate him in 1932. 
Their plan from the start was to use Smith as a major part of the 
“Stop Roosevelt” movement. They would deadlock the convention 
and bring forth Newton D. Baker, who had been Woodrow Wilson’s 
secretary of War, as a “compromise.” From the viewpoint of its 
authors, this was a neat script. The trouble was that Smith would 
not have enough votes by himself to deny the nomination to 
Roosevelt. 


Politics, the cliché says, makes for strange bedfellows. This is 
especially so where attempts to prevent a nomination are 
concerned, since such efforts can provide the most disparate 
individuals with a common objective. In 1932 the “Stop Roosevelt” 
movement may not have brought anyone together in bed (although 
Smith indicated a willingness for such a liaison), but it made for a 
remarkable luncheon meeting. William Gibbs McAdoo, still hoping 
for the nomination that the Smith forces had denied him in 1924, 
had joined with Hearst behind the candidacy of John Nance Garner. 
It appears to have been McAdoo’s goal to have a deadlocked 
convention make him the nominee. This coalition controlled the 
large California and Texas delegations and was critical for either 
stopping Roosevelt or putting him over the top. Bernard Baruch, 
who had no love for Roosevelt and less for his radical rhetoric, acted 
as matchmaker and invited Smith and McAdoo to a luncheon 
meeting in Baruch’s suite at Chicago’s Blackstone Hotel just before 
the convention. “Bernie, I don’t like him,” Smith is reported to have 
said of McAdoo to Baruch, “I don’t trust him, but in this fight, I 


would sleep with a Chinaman to win and I’ll come.” Thus the desire 
to deny the nomination to Roosevelt brought together the bitter 
enemies of eight years before. 


Such a shotgun marriage was by its nature unstable and subject to 
instant annulment prior to its consummation. Roosevelt was on the 
verge of losing the nomination. His only hope was to lure away one 
of the partners in the odd Smith-McAdoo alliance. A reconciliation 
with Smith was out of the question; it would have to be McAdoo 
and his allies, Hearst and Garner. Each of them had a reason finally, 
though reluctantly, to swing over to FDR. Baker was an open 
“internationalist,” and anathema to Hearst. When the publisher 
realized that Baker’s nomination would be the consequence of 
denying Roosevelt, Hearst became more favorable to FDR. Garner 
feared that a deadlocked convention would follow the 1924 pattern 
and destroy the party. McAdoo, though, remained the key. His basic 
reason for finally being willing to switch is evident in a simple 
statement in his autobiography published in the previous year: “I 
like movement and change.” He wanted the nomination himself, but 
his first priority was to have a progressive nominee. Roosevelt fit 
that description; Baker did not. 


The dynamics of a multiballot convention require that the front- 
runner gain strength on each ballot. This Roosevelt did on the 
second ballot, but he almost lost the nomination on the third ballot. 
That vote, held after an all-night session, saw the Mississippi 
delegation teeter on the brink of abandoning Roosevelt. The 
delegation, operating under the unit rule, was divided 10% to 9% 
for Roosevelt and had cast its 20 votes for him on the first two 
ballots. The Roosevelt leader in the state, Senator Pat Harrison, 
believing the convention adjourned, went to his hotel after the 
second ballot. As he got into bed, he turned on the radio and heard, 
“Mississippi passes.” Harrison dressed quickly and raced the three 
miles back to the convention hall. In the meantime, Louisiana 
Senator Huey Long, who had earlier announced his support of 
Roosevelt by telling Senator Wheeler, “I don’t like your sonofabitch, 
but I’ll be for him,” cajoled the Mississippi delegates and kept them 


from deserting. Roosevelt escaped the third ballot with a gain of five 
votes. Had Mississippi fallen, his cause probably would have been 
lost. 


It was still far from won. Indeed, many people believed that 
Roosevelt’s strength had peaked and Baker would be nominated. 
FDR himself telephoned Baker in the evening, prior to the fourth 
ballot, offering to help him. Soon thereafter, a tearful Jim Farley 
met with two of McAdoo’s supporters and told them, “Boys, 
Roosevelt is lost unless California comes over on the next ballot.” 
They replied that California would go for FDR, but not for a few 
more ballots. “Well, then,” Farley said, “Newton D. Baker will be 
nominated. He is the interests’ candidate, and you will be playing 
squarely into their hands if you wait. I tell you, unless California 
comes over on the fourth ballot, Roosevelt is lost and Baker will 
win!” 

McAdoo was convinced. So was Garner. Despite the objections of 
many California and Texas delegates, the states would be swung to 
Roosevelt. It was none too soon. Just before the balloting began, 
Mississippi went over to the opposition. The anti-Roosevelt forces 
thought they had won. When California was called, though, McAdoo 
rose and said, “California came here to nominate a President.” The 
meaning was clear. Roosevelt won, but Smith refused to release his 
delegates so that the nomination could be made unanimous. Garner 
was persuaded to take the vice presidency, an office the Texan later 
complained, according to published reports, was “not worth a 
pitcher of warm spit.” (Garner is rumored to have actually used 
more colorful language.) 


Franklin Roosevelt demonstrated his boldness by breaking with 
tradition and flying from Albany to the convention in Chicago to 
deliver his acceptance speech. It was a doubly symbolic act. It 
indicated the candidate’s willingness to try new things; it also 
foreshadowed a campaign that would have more style than 
substance. In his speech Roosevelt told the delegates: “We will break 
foolish traditions and leave it to the Republican leadership, far more 
skilled in that art, to break promises.” 


Roosevelt’s acceptance speech reflected Moley’s influence. Several 
parts were taken almost directly from the adviser’s May 
memorandum. Roosevelt spoke of the “Tory” idea that the rich 
should be helped in hopes that “some of their prosperity will leak 
through, sift through, to labor, to the farmer, to the small 
businessman.” Again echoing Moley, Roosevelt said the people 
wanted a genuine choice. “Ours must be a party of liberal thought, 
of planned action, of enlightened international outlook, and of the 
greatest good to the greatest number of our citizens.” Roosevelt also 
pledged himself “to a new deal for the American people.” This 
phrase has generally been attributed to Samuel Rosenman, who is 
said to have inserted it in the speech draft the previous night, 
attaching no special significance to it. Historian Elliot Rosen, 
however, has made a convincing case that Raymond Moley was 
responsible for the “new deal” phrase, and that he intended it to be 
more than a rhetorical flourish. In a paragraph that was dropped at 
the last minute in order to use part of a draft by Howe, Moley 
proposed “a new deal” as “an emblem—a happy emblem of new 
purposes, renewed life, rededicated devotion ... to the sorely tired 
people of this country.” That the Roosevelt program came to be 
known as the New Deal was no journalistic accident. 


All of this was in keeping with the shift to the left that had begun 
with the “Forgotten Man” speech. But other parts of the acceptance 
speech were slightly more conservative. The candidate promised 
help for “the top of the pyramid” as well as its base. The reason for 
this slight retreat is plain. Winning a general election is quite a 
different matter from winning a nomination. Splitting the party is 
often the mode of winning a nomination; uniting the party is 
necessary to win a general election. After the nomination is won, 
pontoon bridges must be rapidly constructed to replace the sturdier 
structures that the candidate found it necessary to burn in his 
campaign for the nomination. In the wake of his defeat in the 
Massachusetts primary, Roosevelt had been obliged to take the risk 
of alienating some within the party by moving to the left. Now a 
reconciliation with Raskob, Baruch, Smith et al., would be useful, so 


Roosevelt tried to be a bit more moderate. The campaign against 
Hoover, after all, was far more of a “sure thing” than had been that 
for the Democratic nomination. Fewer chances needed to be taken 
during the general election campaign. 


The middle of the road was shifting into the left lane with the 
worsening Depression. All of that area was occupied by Roosevelt. 
Hoover had available to him only the right shoulder. An 
unaccustomed spot for him, he tried to run his campaign there. 


Hoover sincerely believed that the future of the nation depended 
on his reelection. This conviction, Secretary of State Stimson said, 
led to the President “losing his balance” in the summer and fall of 
1932. It was small wonder that this happened. Many Republican 
candidates found it necessary or expedient to ignore Hoover—or 
worse. Some went so far as to allow backers to employ such slogans 
as the one used for South Dakota Republican Senator Peter Norbeck: 
“Elect Norbeck and Roosevelt.” Just before the election, one 
telegram sent to Hoover carried the message: “Vote for Roosevelt 
and make it unanimous.” By that time, observers reported that the 
President looked like a “walking corpse.” His car had been the 
target of rotten eggs in Elko, Nevada. Huey Long added insult to 
such near injuries when he told a reporter that “the great trouble 
with the Democrats is that we have all the votes and no money.” 
Long suggested that the Democrats could “sell President Hoover a 
million votes for half of what he is going to pay to try to get them. 
We can spare the votes and we could use the money.” 


The heavy toll taken on Hoover was reflected in his last speeches 
before the election. In Madison Square Garden on October 31, 
Hoover said the election was “a contest between two philosophies of 
government.” His opponents, he charged, “are proposing changes 
and so-called new deals which would destroy the very foundations 
of the American system of life.” The Democrats, Hoover said, 
wanted “to change our form of government and our social and our 
economic system.” “We denounce any attempt to stir class feeling or 
class antagonisms in the United States,” the President affirmed. 


Hoover even had the temerity near the end of his extremely long 
address to repeat his statement of four years earlier that we would 
“with the help of God, be in sight of the day when poverty will be 
banished from this Nation.” God’s help was Hoover’s only hope for 
reelection. 


With his opponent painting him as a radical, Franklin Roosevelt 
had little need to portray himself that way. There was, in fact, little 
call for him to say or do anything. Many party leaders urged 
Roosevelt to run a front porch campaign. “All you have got to do is 
to stay alive until election day,” Garner told his running mate. He 
was probably right. But Roosevelts are not given to sitting out 
campaigns, whether the enemies be Spaniards, Democrats, Germans, 
or Republicans. So Franklin insisted on taking to the hustings, albeit 
somewhat less boisterously than had Cousin Ted. 


Democratic conservatives still hoped to make prohibition the 
main issue of the campaign, thus taking the pressure off business 
and its responsibility for the Depression. Roosevelt came out against 
the noble experiment, but refused to allow the main spotlight to be 
shifted from Hoover and the Depression. Since his supporters had 
differing economic ideas, Roosevelt tried to steer a middle course 
that, while it would entirely satisfy no one, would alienate few and 
would commit him to nothing specific. Thus in Columbus, Ohio, the 
candidate seemed to attack Hoover for overregulation and call 
instead for more competition. At Topeka, Roosevelt gave an 
agriculture speech that included bits of all the various farm 
proposals. In the most notable speech of the campaign, given at San 
Francisco’s Commonwealth Club, he reaffirmed his belief in a 
planned economy and called for a more equitable distribution of 
wealth. Not wishing to lose votes on either side of the tariff 
question, FDR took two proposed speeches on the subject, one 
protectionist, the other free trade, and astonished Raymond Moley 
by telling him to “weave the two together.” Finally, in Pittsburgh, 
Roosevelt complained that the 50 percent increase in federal 
spending since 1927 was “the most reckless and extravagant past 
that I have been able to discover in the statistical record of any 


peacetime government anywhere, anytime.” He called for reducing 
government expenditures by 25 percent and attacked Hoover for not 
balancing the budget and for trying “to center control of everything 
in Washington as rapidly as possible.” The actions of presidents 
often bear scant resemblance to their campaign pledges, but the 
difference between the New Deal and this speech is a prime 
candidate—along with the chasm separating Ronald Reagan’s 1980 
promise to balance the budget by 1983 from his actual budget 
figures for the mid-eighties—for the largest such gap in American 
history. As his administration embarked on unprecedented deficit 
spending and centralization, Roosevelt and his advisers jokingly 
decided that the only way to get around the speech was to deny that 
he had ever been in Pittsburgh. 


The Pittsburgh speech was an attempt to appease the Smith- 
Raskob faction. Roosevelt sought consensus during the campaign 
and got it. The conservative Democrats stuck with the party through 
the 1932 election, despite their fear that a Roosevelt victory would 
mean the end of an era: theirs. Keeping John Raskob in the same 
tent with Huey Long, and Al Smith under the same roof as William 
McAdoo, was quite a feat. It could not last forever. 


The Roosevelt campaign in 1932 also had its more left-leaning 
statements. At Portland, Oregon, Roosevelt made what was probably 
his most radical-sounding statement of the campaign. Saying that he 
wanted “to protect the welfare of the people against selfish greed,” 
he exclaimed: “If that be treason, my friends, then make the most of 
it!” These words of Patrick Henry had been suggested by Moley five 
months before. Roosevelt went on to defend his “radicalism” by 
reminding his auditors that their nation had been founded by 
revolutionaries: “My friends, my policy is as radical as American 
liberty.” 


Astute observers were upset by Roosevelt’s vagueness. At the 
beginning of the election year Walter Lippmann, in one of his most 
famous columns, summed up the views many held of the New York 
governor. He was, Lippmann stated, “an amiable man with many 
philanthropic impulses, but he is not the dangerous enemy of 


anything.” Rather than being a “crusader” or an “enemy of 
entrenched privilege,” Lippmann wrote, Franklin Roosevelt was “a 
pleasant man who, without any important qualifications for the 
office, would very much like to be President.” 


But what did it matter? Hoover must be removed, so people had 
to vote for Roosevelt. There were other alternatives—Socialist 
Norman Thomas and Communist William Z. Foster, most notably— 
but Hoover and other conservatives helped Roosevelt overcome the 
danger of massive defection to the left. By lashing his opponent as 
one who would lead to drastic change, Hoover may have done more 
to win votes for Roosevelt than the Democrat did for himself. 
Drastic change was, after all, appealing to the masses of hungry, 
jobless people. Discontent was sufficient that upward of 5 percent of 
the electorate strongly considered voting for Thomas on the Socialist 
ticket, as the Literary Digest poll indicated. In the end, the Thomas 
vote was less than a million (2.2 percent) and Foster won just over 
one hundred thousand ballots. Thomas, at least, had a good deal 
more support, but many of his backers voted for FDR, fearing that in 
a two-party system Hoover might be reelected if they “threw their 
vote away” by marking the Socialist column. Roosevelt’s landslide 
victory—the largest electoral margin since 1864—unquestionably 
was a mandate for a “new deal,” though less a vote of confidence in 
Roosevelt himself. Most of all, the large Roosevelt vote was a 
repudiation of Hoover. Will Rogers pointed to this fact when he said 
most ordinary voters would like to be able to cast two ballots, one 
against Hoover and one against Roosevelt. No one really knew what 
to expect from the President-elect, but it seemed that any change 
had to be for the better. 


The Democratic victory in 1932 was overwhelming. The shift 
from two years before was immense. Democrats gained 90 seats in 
the House and 13 in the Senate. Republicans won only 6 of 34 
Senate races. All the Old Guard leaders and foremost defenders of 
big business who were up for reelection—James Watson, Reed 
Smoot, George Moses, Hiram Bingham—went down to defeat. The 
Democrats won their biggest advantage in the Senate since the Civil 


War. The turnaround in the House saw the Democrats go from 44.9 
percent of the major party national votes in 1930 to 56.6 percent in 
1932. The New Era was repudiated in no uncertain terms. 


A fundamental change in American politics appeared to be under 
way. Henry Stimson said after the election that “the people of 
sobriety and intelligence and responsibility” had voted Republican, 
“yet we have the feeling that the immense undercurrent is against 
us.” Stimson believed that “a very unworthy element of the nation 
[was] coming into control.” From his viewpoint, this was just what 
was happening. “The mood of the country was such,” wrote 
Commerce Secretary Roy Chapin, “that ... perhaps we are lucky that 
we didn’t get a Socialist or a Radical, instead of Roosevelt.” The 
lower and middle classes to whom Moley and Roosevelt had said the 
Democrats must appeal had shifted their votes in decisive numbers. 


Almost all of this political upheaval was anti-Hoover, although 
Roosevelt’s lower-class-oriented rhetoric had some effect. Whether 
the Democratic gains in 1932 would be lasting or simply a one-time 
protest depended upon what Roosevelt and his congressional 
majorities did to deal with the Depression.‘ 


While Americans waited from November 1932 to March 1933 to 
see what the Democrats would do, the economy continued to 
collapse. The interregnum between Hoover’s defeat and Roosevelt’s 
inauguration was the most critical such period since the lame duck 
months of James Buchanan, during which the nation awaited the 
start of Abraham Lincoln’s presidency. As in 1860-61, events 
continued during the interregnum to worsen the situation facing the 
new President. 


The winter of 1932-33 was the most desperate of the Depression. 
Hoover later insisted that recovery had begun in the summer and 
the new collapse was caused by uncertainty over Roosevelt. This 
was largely, although perhaps not entirely, nonsense. One-fourth of 
the nation’s work force was unemployed. Funds available for relief 
were pitifully inadequate. Hoover still refused to agree to direct 
federal assistance, and Roosevelt had implied that Hoover was a 


spendthrift. It was not a time for much hope. By February, even 
those who had voted for Roosevelt were said to have little 
confidence that he would accomplish anything. 


Conditions were particularly bad for farmers, who were now in 
the second decade of their depression. After the rest of the nation 
had joined their economic plight, farmers faced an even more 
difficult situation. By 1932 a bushel of wheat would fetch only 30 
cents, down nearly 90 percent from the almost $3 it had brought 
twelve years earlier. And the farmer now had to deal not only with 
low prices for his products, but also with a general deflation, the 
late nineteenth-century nemesis of American agriculture. The 
combination meant that many farmers, crushed by long-term debt, 
were threatened by foreclosure. 


Some met the danger with an old American expedient: direct 
action. Nooses were suggestively dangled over trees when judges 
attempted to hold foreclosure sales. In one such incident, an Iowa 
judge was momentarily hanged; but the farmers revived him and 
forced him to say: “O Lord, I pray thee, do justice to all men.” 
Rather than depend upon the Lord to provide justice, other farmers 
took matters into their own hands. “Penny auctions” were one 
example of homegrown justice. Neighbors of a bankrupt farmer 
would prevent—by threat of force if necessary—realistic bids, buy 
back the farm for a nominal fee (often one dollar), and return it to 
the original owner. Such actions never became very common, but 
their repeated occurrence in the heart of the supposedly 
conservative Middle West gave rise to heightened fears of 
revolution. Many believed that Roosevelt would have the last 
opportunity to save capitalism and stave off revolution. Others— 
mainly in the business community—feared that Roosevelt’s victory 
was the revolution. 


Based on his campaign, however, no one could be sure what to 
expect from the President-elect. Accordingly, people of various 
viewpoints sought to commit him in advance to their own policies. 
Conservative Democrats again proposed a national sales tax 
designed to balance the budget at any cost—even that of further 


eroding purchasing power. Incredibly, the outrageous proposal won 
many supporters in the lame duck Congress. Roosevelt was unsure 
of his own policies, but he was sure he was against this regressive 
tax. The people’s view on the subject had already been heard. The 
scheme was jettisoned once more. 


Prior to the ratification of the Twentieth Amendment in 1933, a 
full session of each Congress was held after each election, with the 
old members still in office. These lame duck sessions never made 
any sense, as they allowed congressmen to continue making laws 
after they had been rejected by the voters. The last lame duck 
session, that of 1932-33, was the worst. Fully 30 percent of its 
members—144 representatives and 14 senators—either had been 
defeated or had not sought reelection. With the nation facing one of 
its worst crises, this was a wholly indefensible situation. Virtually 
nothing happened in the last session of the Seventy-second 
Congress, because both Hoover and Roosevelt preferred no 
legislation to any this rejected group would pass. 


During the interregnum everyone, it seemed, was attempting to 
gain the President-elect’s endorsement for schemes of the left or 
right. Perhaps the most persistent in trying to wed the incoming 
President to a particular set of policies was the man he had just 
defeated. Hoover’s first such attempt came less than three weeks 
after the election. At this and subsequent meetings between the 
retiring and arriving chief executives, Hoover attempted to 
maneuver Roosevelt into endorsing the policies so _ recently 
repudiated by the electorate. It was politically impossible for 
Roosevelt to do this, so he contented himself with demonstrating his 
allegiance to the common man by puffing on cigarettes while 
Hoover smoked cigars. 


By 1933, Hoover and the other guardians of the New Era were the 
subjects of ridicule and hatred. Calvin Coolidge’s death at the 
beginning of January was followed by the spiritual demise of the 
men he had represented. Utility magnate Samuel Insull had fled to 
Europe in mid-1932, as his empire collapsed. In the ensuing months, 
evidence of his massive wrongdoing emerged, culminating in his 


early 1933 indictment for embezzlement. Insull could not 
understand his unpopularity. “What have I done,” he asked, “that 
every banker and business magnate has not done in the course of 
business?” It was a pregnant question, but the offspring was not the 
one Insull had planned. A Senate investigation in January 1933 saw 
one banker after another parade before counsel Ferdinand Pecora. 
Most of them admitted to a long series of misdeeds. The prestige of 
bankers and big businessmen in general had already dropped at a 
rate similar to that of the stock market. Now that prestige, so great 
only a few years before, hit bottom. 


The most startling of the early revelations of the Pecora 
committee surrounded Charles E. Mitchell, president of the National 
City Bank. He (like many other leading bankers, as it turned out) 
had done much speculation in the stock of his own bank. What was 
more, he did it with the bank’s money. Faced with the prospect of a 
large tax liability in 1929, Mitchell sold stock in his own bank that 
he had used to secure a loan from J. P. Morgan. He “sold” the stock 
to his wife, for much less than he had paid for it, creating a huge 
paper loss and eliminating all of his tax obligation for the year. 
Mitchell was not a man without principles. Robbing his own bank 
was one thing, but he was not one to swindle his wife. He 
subsequently bought the stock back from her for the same price he 
had received, although the market value had by that time dropped 
tremendously. Before the Senate committee, Mitchell said: “I sold 
this stock, frankly, for tax purposes.” He also told of the bank 
making available to its officers $2.4 million of the stockholders’ 
money for interest-free loans with which to try to save their 
portfolios after the Crash. Mitchell was indicted, but later acquitted. 


Mitchell’s specific admissions may have created the biggest stir, 
but a larger picture of extreme greed among the nation’s leading 
bankers emerged from the hearings: manipulated stock prices, 
trading in the stock of one’s own bank, unsupportable holding 
companies, huge “loans” to bank officials, tax evasion, and so on. 
What remaining faith the public had in bankers expired. 


So did many banks. The practices revealed by the Pecora 
investigation had spawned a banking system of startling weakness. 
Even in the prosperous twenties nearly 7000 banks had failed. Most 
of these, however, were small “country” banks and their failures 
were scarcely noticed in the prosperity decade. In 1930 the situation 
worsened. There were 1345 failures that year, including the large 
Bank of the United States in New York. Now it was every banker for 
himself. Strong banks tried to solidify their own positions (which, in 
a semantic paradox, they did by increasing their liquidity) rather 
than trying to save their weaker brothers. Most bankers were 
“unreconstructed individualists,” believers in the mystical forces of 
the market. They would not lift a finger to help the banks that were 
going under because they viewed the latter as “bad” banks that 
deserved their fate. 


This was all well and good, except that banking is built to an 
extraordinary extent upon confidence. Depositors were unable to 
distinguish the good bankers from the bad and came to distrust 
them all. More than 2000 banks failed in 1931. When Hoover’s 
voluntary schemes to help the banks collapsed, government action 
came in the form of the RFC and the Glass-Steagall Act. Congress 
passed the latter measure in February 1932, while in a state of 
panic. Members of the Banking Committee told other House 
members that the nation’s banking system was in such bad shape 
that the details could not be given to the full House—or the public. 


These measures stabilized the system for a time, but Hoover made 
decreasing use of the RFC, and by the beginning of 1933 the 
American banking structure was tottering more ominously than 
ever. People fortunate enough to have savings at this point feared 
losing them in insolvent banks. Senator “Cotton Ed” Smith of South 
Carolina showed the state of his confidence by carrying all his 
remaining cash in a belt around his waist. After Henry Ford refused 
to take any action to save Michigan’s banks, the state’s governor 
declared a “bank holiday,” a euphemism for closing all banks and 
preventing further withdrawals. Runs now spread rapidly from one 


bank to another, and state after state proclaimed bank holidays as 
panic gripped the nation anew. 


President Hoover again insisted that Roosevelt endorse the 
Republican program and thus restore confidence. After narrowly 
escaping the February assassination attempt in Miami, however, the 
President-elect made it clear that he had no desire to kill himself 
politically. Moreover, Roosevelt probably believed that he was far 
more likely to restore confidence by taking fresh action when he 
assumed office than he would by endorsing anything the public 
associated with Hoover. The banking crisis continued to deepen and 
by March 4 the nation could only hope that the new President 
would be able to revive the nation’s financial institutions as well as 
its spirits.° 


7 ° “Action, and Action Now”: The Hundred 
Days and Beyond 
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last, hope in the American people. The nation was paralyzed 

and so had been the President, but he had not given up. He 
had fought back to triumph over his illness; maybe he could lead 
America to do the same. Scant as this hope was, it was all the 
country had in March 1933. 


Perhaps it would be enough, at least for a time. Arthur Krock 
reported in The New York Times the day before the inauguration that 
the mood in Washington was “distinctly hopeful.” The capital—and 
the nation—anticipated the return of “leadership,” for which 
Americans had “been clamoring for two years.” Part of the reason 
for “the almost visible air of hope” on the eve of March 4 was the 
Presidentelect’s “cheery demeanor.” This represented a pleasant 


A s he took office Franklin Roosevelt inspired a new, perhaps 


contrast to Hoover’s increasingly sour public countenance. But far 
more than a smile was involved. Roosevelt had an opportunity 
greater than that greeting any new president in peacetime American 
history. The people were desperate for new leadership; they 
demanded change. Whatever Roosevelt wanted to do, as long as it 
was bold and seemed likely to ease the Depression and reduce 
inequality, would meet with the approval of most Americans. 
Washington “welcomes the ‘new deal,’ even though it is not sure 
what the new deal is going to be,” Krock correctly reported. “It is 
ready to be enthusiastic over any display of leadership, any outline 
of a reconstruction program.” The unusual, virtually unique, 
situation in which Roosevelt found himself was summed up 
perfectly by Krock when he wrote: “Not for years ... has a new 
President been more likely to gain gratitude and praise beyond the 
merits of his accomplished program for the simple fact of being able 
to achieve any program at all.” 


The next day the nation’s hopes seemed to be reflected in the 
capital’s weather. The overcast skies of the preceding days 
remained, but the rains stopped and the forecast was for clearing 
the next day, symbolically showing what Americans unrealistically 
expected of their new leader. The Times pointed this out editorially 
on the morning of Roosevelt’s inauguration: “He will be thought of 
as something of a miracle-worker.” 


The new President realized that the miracles could not be 
postponed. The day before he took office, the major states of New 
York and Illinois had joined most of the rest of the nation in 
declaring “bank holidays.” Roosevelt skillfully used the banking 
crisis to aid his attempt to restore confidence in the American 
public. That goal was, of course, stated clearly in the most famous 
lines of his inaugural address: “So, first of all, let me assert my firm 
belief that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself—nameless, 
unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyzes needed efforts to 
convert retreat into advance.” Going on to assail the incompetence 
of bankers, the new President used his speech to demonstrate that 
he was on the side of “the people” and that he subscribed to the 


values of justice and compassion that were becoming dominant 
during the Depression. He condemned “unscrupulous money 
changers” who used “the lure of profit” to mislead people. They 
were “a generation of self-seekers.”* The implication was clear: 
whatever else it might be, the embryonic “new deal” would 
emphasize cooperation rather than self-seeking. “The money 
changers have fled from their high seats in the temple of our 
civilization,” Roosevelt declared. “We may now restore that temple 
to the ancient truths. The measure of the restoration lies in the 
extent to which we apply social values more noble than mere 
monetary profit.” 


Roosevelt’s words were well attuned to the spirit of the time. His 
phrases echoed again and again the values and themes that 
Depression-era Americans were developing: “moral stimulation,” 
“mad chase of evanescent profits,” “minister to ourselves and to our 
fellow men,” “honesty,” “ethics,” “unselfish performance,” “evils of 
the old order.” “If I read the temper of our people correctly,” 
Roosevelt said, “we now realize as we have never realized before 
our interdependence on each other; that we cannot merely take but 
we must give as well.” He did read the temper of the people 
correctly. It was a wonderful address, one that held the promise of a 
new and better direction for the United States. 
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But grand statements are usually far easier than grand 
accomplishments, and FDR rightly said: “This Nation asks for action, 
and action now.” He quickly launched that action by calling 
Congress into an extraordinary session to begin only five days later 
(March 9) and by proclaiming a nationwide closing of banks. Out of 
the myriad of problems facing the country, events had chosen the 
first area with which Roosevelt had to deal. The way he handled the 
banking crisis was indicative of his basic approach to the economic 
catastrophe. Given the magnitude of the problem and _ his 
unprecedented support, Roosevelt could have done whatever he 
pleased with the unpopular “money changers” and their institutions. 
Had he wanted, as later critics so frequently charged, to lead the 
country toward socialism, he could have taken an important step by 


nationalizing the banking system. He did nothing of the sort. 
Instead, he submitted to Congress a distinctly unradical Emergency 
Banking bill drawn up largely by bankers and Hoover appointees in 
the Treasury Department. Both houses of Congress passed the bill 
without any study. When it was taken up—neither “debated” nor 
“considered” would be accurate words—in the House, a rolled-up 
newspaper had to be used to symbolize the proposed legislation 
until the still-wet copies of the bill arrived. Roosevelt signed the 
measure into law eight hours after its introduction in Congress. The 
act provided assistance to private bankers and gave them a 
government stamp of approval. “The President drove the money 
changers out of the Capitol on March 4th,” a North Dakota 
congressman complained, “and they were all back on the 9th.” Even 
this charge overstated Roosevelt’s “war” on bankers. On the very 
morning of his inauguration he agreed to consult with leading 
“money changers” on how to solve the banking crisis. 


To complete the process, Roosevelt took to the airwaves the 
following Sunday evening with the first of his “fireside chats.” It 
was the most effective means of reaching the public yet devised. By 
early 1933 more than 16 million American familes (approximately 
50 percent of the American population) owned radios. Radio 
networks reached into all significantly populated areas of the 
country. When the new President spoke people listened. An 
estimated 30 percent of the American radio audience heard the first 
fireside chat. “I want to talk for a few minutes with the people of 
the United States about banking,” he began in his soothing, fatherly 
voice. The President went on to explain banking in terms that he 
and his listeners (and, as Will Rogers said, even bankers) could 
understand. He assured the people that those banks which reopened 
were sound. They believed him. When banks began to open the next 
morning deposits exceeded withdrawals. The stock market, when it 
reopened on the third day after the fireside chat, had its largest one- 
day increase in history. Prices went up by 15 percent. “Capitalism,” 
Raymond Moley later declared, “was saved in eight days.” The 
magic of Roosevelt’s radio oratory had been amply demonstrated. 


Roosevelt had refused to cooperate with Hoover to stem the 
banking collapse during the interregnum. If Roosevelt was to restore 
confidence after he took office, it was necessary to keep his distance 
from the rejected Hoover. A policy announced by the new President 
alone after March 4 was likely to be far more effective in restoring 
confidence than would the same policy proclaimed jointly with the 
old President before that date. Perhaps more significant were FDR’s 
plans to institute a wide-ranging program of reforms. By allowing 
the banking crisis to worsen in the last weeks of Hoover’s 
presidency, Roosevelt was creating a situation in which his program 
would be accepted with the least opposition. How conscious this 
motivation was cannot be said. The need to avoid tying himself to 
the sinking Hoover was, after all, in itself sufficient reason for 
Roosevelt’s inaction prior to his inauguration. But that the 
Depression hitting bottom on the morning of March 4 made it easier 
for Roosevelt to win approval for his reforms is undeniable. “The 
very deterioration in the financial and economic position which has 
taken place in recent weeks,” The Wall Street Journal declared on the 
morning of Roosevelt’s inauguration, “has cleared some obstacles 
from his path. A common adversity has much subdued the 
recalcitrance of groups bent upon self-interest. All of the country 
over,” this voice of interests not generally favorably disposed 
toward FDR went on, people “are now ready to make sacrifices to a 
common necessity and to accept realities as we would not have 
done three months ago.” 


The suggestion that Roosevelt may have at least semiconsciously 
allowed the banking crisis to deteriorate and consequent suffering to 
increase in order to win more approval for his reforms may sound 
like a damning accusation. It is, on the contrary, the best face that 
can be put on Roosevelt’s refusal to work with Hoover on the crisis. 
FDR never believed that closing banks for a short period would 
cause serious suffering, anyway. And it would be easy to conelude 
that whatever problems were created by the banking crisis were a 
small price to pay for lasting reforms that would benefit far more 
people than were inconvenienced by the closed banks. 


Whatever Roosevelt’s reasons for waiting to act until he was in 
power, his banking bill was scarcely more daring than what Hoover 
wanted. “Our information from Washington is of terrific confusion,” 
Nation editor Ernest Gruening wrote to Norman Thomas the day 
Congress passed the bill, “with the money changers whom Mr. 
Roosevelt drove out of the temples in his inaugural congregating in 
the White House and telling him what to do.” Roosevelt was often 
almost populist in his penchant for condemning bankers, yet his 
views on banking were so conservative that he refused to support 
the most obvious method of restoring confidence: federal insurance 
of bank deposits. The Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, a far 
more important reform than the Emergency Banking Act, was not to 
Roosevelt’s liking. He unenthusiastically accepted it only at the end 
of the special session in June. 


The conservative handling of the banking crisis was not only in 
keeping with Franklin Roosevelt’s beliefs on the subject, it was also 
a way to reassure those on the new President’s right, before he 
launched a program of reform without American precedent. ! 


The special session of Congress had been made necessary by the 
banking crisis, but Roosevelt’s call for the session had included the 
subjects of economy and unemployment. This provided little hint of 
what was to come out of the ensuing hundred days, the most intense 
—although perhaps not the most significant (which in my view was 
the Second New Deal of 1935)—period of reform legislation in 
American history. 


Franklin Roosevelt always liked to keep his opponents off balance 
by moving in one direction for a time before suddenly veering 
sharply the other way. He believed this was good politics. Thus the 
push for reform was preceded by a brief move toward the 
conservative side. Immediately after signing the banking act, the 
new President called for budget cuts aimed at saving $500 million. 
“For three long years,” FDR told Congress, “the Federal Government 
has been on the road toward bankruptcy.” Roosevelt sincerely 
believed that progressing toward a balanced budget was essential. 


Few dared to disagree with him. The memory of German inflation in 
1923 was still vivid. Later wisdom would hold that attempting to 
cut spending was the reverse of what was needed to stimulate the 
economy, but the Economy bill passed over the protests of more 
than a third of the House membership. The Democratic caucus in 
the House refused to back the President on this conservative, 
counterproductive step, but Republicans combined with 
conservative Democrats pushed the bill through. 


Little of substance was new in the first week of the New Deal. The 
most daring step FDR took was to call for and obtain legalization of 
3.2 beer. Unkind critics later said this was symbolic of the entire 
New Deal approach: ease the pain, cloud the senses, but leave the 
basic problems untouched. Still, people were cheered. Rapid action 
helped calm discontent and reverse pessimism. Movement, at least 
in the short run, seemed more important than achievement—or even 
direction. The substance might not have been new, but the mood 
certainly was. At last things were happening. Roosevelt had lifted 
the nation’s morale, Walter Lippmann wrote eleven days after the 
inauguration, to a level similar to that of the “second battle of the 
Marne in the summer of 1916.” 


In light both of what has been said here about the changing 
values of the American people and of the New Deal actions that 
subsequently won public approval, it may seem incongruous that a 
program so conservative that it would have pleased Calvin Coolidge 
or Ronald Reagan should have lifted the nation’s spirits. Part of the 
explanation lies in Roosevelt’s personality. People had confidence in 
him. Another portion of the answer is to be found in the very fact of 
action, which was bound to seem more likely to solve the 
Depression than the apparent inaction of the Hoover administration. 
Raymond Moley pointed to a third factor: “Hoover had always 
seemed to be an expensive President.” The former chief executive 
was so despised that any seeming inversion of his practices was 
likely to be popular. 


Yet none of this could last long. If President Roosevelt was to keep 
the faith of the American people, his actions would soon have to 


conform to their values. Most of all, his policies would have to show 
results in easing the Depression, or at least its effects. Toward that 
end Roosevelt quickly moved. Fortunately, his own inclinations 
toward planning and humanitarian reform coincided with the 
wishes of a growing number of Americans. The successful political 
leader is one who “leads” in the direction people are already going 
on their own. 


So far the conservatives were doing most of the cheering. 
Roosevelt seemed almost to be Grover Cleveland reincarnated. In 
addition to aiding bankers, cutting budgets, and legalizing beer 
(which, it will be recalled, was the goal of the Raskob-Du Pont- 
Smith group that had so bitterly fought Roosevelt), the new 
President called for reorganization of the federal government to 
bring about greater efficiency, reduce waste, cut bureaucracy, and 
eliminate duplication. It must be this part of Roosevelt’s program 
that Ronald Reagan recalls so fondly. Indeed FDR had fallen under 
the influence of a forerunner of David Stockman, a charming, 
fiscally conservative former congressman from Arizona, Lewis 
Douglas, who had become Roosevelt’s budget director. Arthur Krock 
reported in The Times in May that Douglas was “the real head of the 
Roosevelt Cabinet.” It seems significant, however, that the main 
target of Roosevelt’s ax was the Commerce department with its 
services for business, while Reagan’s aim has been principally at 
Health and Human Services, Energy, and Education. 


Many of FDR’s advisers, of course, were not as conservative as 
Lew Douglas. In choosing his Cabinet, Roosevelt had honored the 
usual considerations of geographical balance, but had avoided 
surrounding himself with potential political enemies or people with 
large reputations of their own. The President kept such men as 
Bernard Baruch, Newton Baker, and Al Smith out of the Cabinet. He 
considered all of them too conservative, but whether this was his 
primary reason for passing them over is uncertain. Each of them had 
been involved in the “Stop Roosevelt” effort and revenge may have 
been a more powerful motivation than genuine progressivism. 


The people Roosevelt did put in his Cabinet were, with a few 
exceptions, hardworking progressives who would go along with the 
President’s leadership. “Progressive,” of course, could mean 
different things. Four of FDR’s original Cabinet members were old 
Jeffersonian/Wilsonian progressives: Secretary of State Cordell Hull 
of Tennessee, Secretary of War George Dern of Utah, Attorney 
General Homer Cummings of Connecticut, and Commerce Secretary 
Daniel C. Roper of South Carolina. Although this group took three of 
what were usually considered the most important posts, it is 
significant that their names did not become as familiar to the public 
as did those of three more forward-looking liberals in lesser 
positions: Henry A. Wallace of Iowa at Agriculture and Harold Ickes 
of Illinois at Interior, both nominally Republicans, and Frances 
Perkins of New York at Labor, the first woman Cabinet member. 


Another well-known progressive, Senator Thomas J. Walsh of 
Montana, had originally accepted the post of Attorney General. But 
the seventy-three-year-old Walsh, a widower, suddenly eloped to 
Havana. Whether because of the excitement of the honeymoon or 
for some other reason, he suffered a heart attack on the way back to 
Washington and died two days before Roosevelt took office. The 
new President replaced him with Cummings. After conservative 
Senator Carter Glass was eliminated from consideration at Treasury, 
Roosevelt turned to a flexible Republican, William Woodin. The 
choice for Postmaster General was never in doubt. That patronage- 
dispensing job went as a matter of course to the successful 
candidate’s campaign manager, Jim Farley. Finally, in a nod toward 
Glass and the conservative Democrats, Senator Claude Swanson of 
Virginia was appointed Secretary of the Navy. (This opened the way 
for Glass’s arch-conservative protégé, Harry F. Byrd, to be elected to 
the Senate.) The Navy Department being steeped in tradition, 
Roosevelt named yet another family member—Henry Latrobe 
Roosevelt—as assistant secretary. 


Despite the important roles played by several Cabinet officers, it 
was not the department heads who gave the New Deal its special 
spirit. As Franklin Roosevelt almost instantly turned the federal 


government into the center of activity in a depressed nation, 
thousands of ambitious and idealistic young men—and some women 
—flocked to Washington. It was that rarest of times when ambition 
and idealism could go hand in hand. These were the “New Dealers,” 
the seemingly tireless young people of ideas who were bent upon 
changing the world and being part of the most dramatic 
transformation in their nation’s history. In the 1920s an ambitious 
young man headed for Wall Street, “where the action was”; in the 
sixties, depending upon his orientation, he might go into the 
aerospace industry or social work; in the 1970s he was likely to 
enter petroleum geology. During the New Deal, though, he went 
into government. By the fall of 1933, colleges found that students 
were rejecting business training and asking for courses “which 
would point them toward the ‘brain trust.’ ” 


The excitement was contagious. “There is certainly a curiously 
exilerating [sic] feeling,” wrote novelist Sherwood Anderson. Rex 
Tugwell called it a “renaissance spring,” “a time of rebirth after a 
dark age.” An “anything can be done” spirit—diametrically opposed 
to that of the later Hoover administration—took over. Many New 
Dealers wore their hair far longer than was the style, not through 
any desire to display nonconformity, but because they did not take 
the time to get haircuts; so much of more importance had to be 
done. Even festive occasions turned into serious discussions of social 
and economic problems and how best to solve them. “It’s exciting 
and educational to be alive and asked out in Washington these 
days,” one young man wrote several months after the start of the 
New Deal. 


All of this represented a new development in American 
government. There had, of course, been intellectuals in the White 
House before. Franklin Roosevelt himself was far less of an 
intellectual than such predecessors as the Adamses, Jefferson, 
Theodore Roosevelt, and Wilson. But the concept that had begun to 
grow up during the Progressive era of a charismatic leader 
representing the desires of the people, setting a course of action, and 
surrounding himself with experts to carry out those actions was 


brought to fruition with the New Deal. Men with degrees from 
Columbia, Harvard, and Cornell, rather than from Tammany Hall or 
Hull House, were now to be in charge. Older leaders were not 
pleased with them. “They floated airily into offices, took desks, 
asked for papers and found no end of things to be busy about,” 
complained old-timer George N. Peek, who headed the Agricultural 
Adjustment Administration. “I never found out why they came, 
what they did or why they left.” 


These eager young New Dealers were not, for the most part, those 
who drew up the Hundred Days legislation, but those who tried to 
implement it. The task of writing the new laws fell to Roosevelt’s 
inner circle and, of course, congressional leaders. The former 
included Louis Howe and the Brains Trust of the campaign with 
several additions: Budget director Douglas; Secretaries Woodin and 
Wallace; Henry Morgenthau, Jr., who was governor of the Farm 
Credit Administration and later became Treasury secretary; Jesse 
Jones of the RFC and—from a distance—Professor Felix Frankfurter 
of the Harvard Law School. Although the stars of both soon faded, 
in the spring of 1933, Raymond Moley and Lewis Douglas were the 
President’s most influential advisers. 


As Roosevelt and his advisers pushed their ambitious reform 
program that spring, they had to consider the public mood and the 
attitude of Congress. Both had improved markedly since earlier in 
the year, but they were far from identical. Several historians have 
contended that Roosevelt had to operate in what Elliot Rosen calls a 
“conservative political climate.” Roosevelt biographer Frank Freidel 
has said that FDR faced “a basically conservative electorate.” This is 
simply wrong. Admittedly, the word “conservative” is amorphous, 
but the people as a whole were decidedly in the mood for change in 
1933 and for several years thereafter. They may not have been 
precise about the direction they wanted that change to take, but it 
would be hard to make a case that it was not generally liberal. 


Congress, with its southern committee chairmen, might more 
readily be labeled conservative. At heart, it undoubtedly was more 
conservative than the electorate in 1933. But it did not act that way. 


In some respects, as historian James Patterson has noted, the 
Seventy-third Congress “was considerably less orthodox than 
Roosevelt.” There were many reasons for this. The two most obvious 
were the desperate situation of the nation’s economy and 
Roosevelt’s immense popularity. Slightly less apparent, but also 
important, was the large size of the freshman class in Congress. 
Most new members had been swept in by the reaction against 
Hoover, inaction, and conservatism. If they wanted to keep their 
seats, they were well advised to support dramatic steps to reverse 
the Depression. (In addition to the 1932 housecleaning, about a 
fourth of the members had first been elected in 1930. Thus more 
than half of the Seventy-third Congress had been elected in response 
to the Depression.) The new members also had many friends whom 
they needed to reward, if they were to build up political machines 
of their own. So did veteran Democrats, out of power for a dozen 
years. The voters wanted them to spend to provide jobs, and the 
New Deal programs created numerous new, non-Civil Service 
positions that could be dispensed to deserving Democrats. 
Conservatives in Congress may not have liked helping the poor, 
social programs, or deficits, but most of them had nothing against 
patronage. 


This combination of factors, along with Roosevelt’s political skills 
(for instance, his delay in making regular patronage appointments 
until after most of his legislative package had been approved), 
produced the most remarkable legislative accomplishment any 
American president has ever made in so brief a time. The House 
passed eleven key measures in the special session with a total of 
only forty hours of debate. 


The influence of Douglas combined with Roosevelt’s own fiscal 
conservatism to shape a part of the early New Deal. But the 
President knew from the start that the applause of conservatives 
could not be his main objective. While they hailed his Old Deal, 
Roosevelt belatedly launched a new one. In keeping with his 
campaign contention that insufficient farm income was the root of 


the Depression, he turned to that problem. Quick action on 
agriculture was also necessary if a program was to be put into effect 
for 1933 crops. Spring had already arrived in the Deep South and 
was moving northward. 


The agricultural crisis in early 1933 was almost as acute as that in 
banking. Farm income in 1932 was less than one-third of the 
already-depressed 1929 figure. The parity index showing the 
relative level of prices farmers received compared to prices for what 
they bought (1910-14 = 100) fell from a bad 89 in 1929 to a 
disastrous 55 in 1932. (It was even lower by the end of 1982.) “My 
candid opinion,” Farmers’ Union President John A. Simpson wrote 
to the President-elect in January 1933, “is that unless you call a 
special session of Congress ... and start a revolution in government 
affairs there will be one started in the country. It is just a question 
of whether or not you get one started first.” 


Roosevelt’s quick-but-conservative first actions bought him a little 
time in which to start that “revolution in government affairs,” but 
only a little. During the campaign FDR had spoken carefully in order 
to keep the support of all major farm groups and of the advocates of 
the various schemes for solving the farm problem. This was good 
politics, but now Roosevelt had to choose. Or did he? Late in the 
campaign he had told a group of agricultural leaders that one of his 
first steps would be a move to raise farm prices. “I am going to call 
farmers’ leaders together,” one of them recalled the candidate 
saying, “lock them in a room, and tell them not to come out until 
they have agreed on a plan.” This, in effect, is what he did in March. 


Roosevelt required the leaders of all the major farm interest 
groups to accept the agricultural plan before it was brought to him. 
This meant that the President could take credit for success, but 
could shift the blame for failure to others. Such a plan might not 
make sense economically, but it was superb politics. Any farm bill, 
FDR told reporters, “is in the nature of an experiment. We all 
recognize that. My position toward farm legislation is that we ought 
to do something to increase the value of farm products and if the 
darn thing doesn’t work, we can say so quite frankly, but at least try 


it.” How much better, though, to have many approaches written into 
a bill that allowed the President and his agricultural advisers to 
choose which scheme might be best for given conditions in each 
crop at a particular time. This would further delay any choice 
among the various schemes. 


Roosevelt had to make few compromises to get the agriculture bill 
he wanted. He satisfied conservatives by letting it be known 
beforehand that he would appoint George Peek, longtime champion 
of the McNary-Haugen dumping plan—the most favored farm 
panacea of the twenties—to head the farm program. This may have 
been politically wise in the short run, but it proved to be a terrible 
mistake. Peek was placed in charge of a program of which he 
basically disapproved. 


As it emerged, the Agricultural Adjustment bill was an omnibus 
law that provided for bits and pieces of most of the various farm 
proposals then afloat. The basic concept, however, was clear: Farm 
prices would be raised by government-subsidized scarcity. The 
executive branch was permitted to choose the means it thought best 
to achieve this end. The principal method used was government- 
organized payments to farmers who agreed to take acreage out of 
production. The payments were to be funded by a tax on the 
processing of food products. The last point was perhaps the most 
controversial. It amounted to a regressive tax in a deflationary 
situation. “What will the great mass of consumers think of this form 
of sales tax, resting heavily on food?” The New York Times pointedly 
asked. But Roosevelt’s popularity was so great that most people 
overlooked such problems. 


It was not possible, though, to resist the demands of some groups. 
An Emergency Farm Mortgage Act was tied to the Agricultural 
Adjustment Act in order to provide relief for farmers in the form of 
mortgages at lower rates. Most important was the attempt by 
populist-descended politicians from the West and South to add 
inflation to the legislative package. It is often said that the 
advocates of inflation in the Senate forced Roosevelt to accept an 
amendment to the farm bill introduced by Senator Elmer Thomas of 


Oklahoma. This is inaccurate. The President wanted to have some 
means to bring about controlled inflation. He understood that it was 
necessary both to offset the deflationary effects of the Economy Act 
and the processing tax, and in order to increase farm income. 
Monetarism—a managed currency—was intended to be a part, but 
only a part, of the New Deal recovery program. 


The need to move quickly to take the United States off the gold 
standard and begin a mild inflation was created by a new drain of 
American gold to foreign countries. While the United States 
remained on the gold standard with Great Britain off it, the dollar 
was considerably overvalued, particularly in relation to the pound. 
This put American products at a serious disadvantage in the world 
market. In addition, sentiment for inflation was growing rapidly in 
the Senate. Burton K. Wheeler of Montana pushed an amendment in 
mid-April that would have enacted the old Populist-Bryan demand 
of re-monetizing silver at a ratio of 16 to 1 to gold. Wheeler would 
probably have obtained a majority had it not been for Roosevelt’s 
opposition. 


What the President sought was the same sort of permissive 
legislation as the farm bill provided: a variety of means made 
available to him to raise prices, but none made mandatory. He also 
wanted it to appear that Congress was forcing him to accept 
inflation. Moley said in his diary that the administration wanted 
Wheeler’s silver amendment to lose, but not by much. Roosevelt 
then agreed to a modified version of the Thomas Amendment (a 
version administration officials drafted), indicating that this was the 
only way to stop the Senate from passing mandatory legislation. 
This was at least misleading, but it served FDR’s purposes well. 


The so-called Thomas Amendment to the Agricultural Adjustment 
Act authorized the President, among other things, to remonetize 
silver, issue greenbacks, or lower the gold content of the dollar by 
up to 50 percent. Conservatives, whose overwrought fears of 
Roosevelt had been much calmed by the banking and economy 
measures, now fought off apoplexy. “We are on our way to 
Moscow,” proclaimed one House member. Bernard Baruch saw it as 


“mob rule” perhaps “more drastic than the French Revolution.” He 
complained that the only people whom inflation would help were 
“the unemployed, debtor classes—incompetent, unwise people.” 
Budget Director Douglas went further. “Well, this is the end of 
Western civilization,” he stated succinctly. 


The defenders of Western civilization proved insufficiently 
numerous to stop the amendment. Roosevelt signed the Farm Relief 
Act, incorporating the Agricultural Adjustment Act (with the 
Thomas Amendment) and the Emergency Farm Mortgage Act, into 
law on May 12, 1933. 


The delay in the enactment of the farm bill meant that the 
growing season was well under way before the Agricultural 
Adjustment Administration (AAA) could swing into action. The 
unpleasant task of ordering the destruction of crops fell to Secretary 
Wallace. He understood the need for eliminating “surplus” 
production in order to raise prices, but he never reconciled himself 
to it. Many other Americans never even understood the program’s 
rationale. Particularly appalling to many was the slaughter of some 
6 million piglets and 200,000 sows, and the plowing under of 10 
million acres of cotton. What sense did it make to destroy food in a 
nation where millions were hungry and a world where hundreds of 
millions were starving? Very little perhaps, but no less than it did to 
have such poverty and want in the midst of abundance and unused 
capacity in the first place. The AAA concept of limiting production 
was no more incongruous than the economic system itself, which 
found no way to bring together idle workers and idle factories or 
hungry people and unsold crops. 


The AAA proved to be less than an unqualified success. It 
remained voluntary. Farmers were induced, not coerced, to reduce 
acreage. In many cases large landowners took government payments 
for not planting their poorest land, but cultivated their better acres 
more intensively, producing as much or more on fewer acres. The 
idea of crop reduction was so powerful, though, that Nature itself 
soon provided assistance in reducing farm output. The AAA and the 
Dust Bowl combined to increase farm prices by 50 percent during 


Roosevelt’s first term. Although raising prices had been the main 
objective, this limited success was hardly enough. Farm income did 
not again reach its poor 1929 level until the end of the Depression 
in 1941. 


The drought may have helped raise farm prices, but that was 
small consolation to the roughly one million “Okies” who were 
driven off their land by the dry weather and farm mechanization. It 
was a process beyond understanding. When representatives of the 
landowners told tenants they must leave their farms, the latter often 
wanted to fight to defend their homes. But as John Steinbeck 
described it in The Grapes of Wrath, they could find no one to blame: 
“But where does it stop? Who can we shoot? I don’t aim to starve to 
death before I kill the man that’s starving me.” But who was 
responsible? Steinbeck’s character Muley Graves found the answer: 
“It ain’t nobody. It’s a company.” So the Okies gathered their few 
possessions and headed for California. Most of them found the 
Golden State less hospitable than did another Depression-era 
migrant who prospered in Hollywood and was elected president 
forty-five years later. 


Nearly as bad off as the Okies were those who remained behind in 
the South. Sharecroppers and tenant farmers in the region had long 
been the subjects of miserable exploitation. Fully one-fourth of the 
entire population of the South fell into these two categories. The 
AAA not only did little to help them, it actually worsened the plight 
of many. Under AAA rules, tenants and sharecroppers were 
supposed to get a fair share of the payments. These regulations were 
often ignored, and plantation owners evicted “their” tenants in 
order to collect AAA payments for taking the land out of production. 
The problems tenants had to face are evident in a letter one wrote in 
1934: “I live on Brown place he Says I haft to move For he going to 
tear this Old house there no place I can find to move to ... Shear 
crop for him he got half of Every thing he rais the paople that get 
orders Just haft to trade at Sertin Stores....” 


An attempt to improve the situation of tenants and sharecroppers 
was made in 1934 with the formation of the Southern Tenant 


Farmers’ Union (STFU). This organization, largely confined to the 
Arkansas delta region, was backed by Norman Thomas and the 
Socialist party, but it was based entirely on local leadership. It 
sought, among other things, to force the AAA to obtain better 
treatment for nonlandowning farmers. An important group of AAA 
officials supported the sharecroppers and tenants, but these 
sympathetic bureaucrats were “purged” from the agency in 1935. 


The AAA in its first years was a very modest success. Prices were 
raised, although certainly not enough. Roosevelt’s hope that this 
could be the main route to recovery was never realized. Early in 
1936 the Supreme Court in United States v. Butler declared the 
processing tax unconstitutional. A new drop in agricultural prices 
ensued and the administration was faced with the problem of 
finding other approaches to the perplexing farm problem.? 


Easing the suffering of the at least 30 million Americans whose 
families were without regular incomes was, aside from the banking 
crisis, the most pressing need facing Franklin Roosevelt when he 
took office. The number of applicants for assistance had continued 
to grow, not only as a result of more layoffs, but also because both 
the personal resources and the pride of people long unemployed 
were reaching total exhaustion. 


In 1932 private charity rose to its highest level in history and 
public spending for welfare was more than twice what it had been 
in the twenties. But these increases were not nearly enough to meet 
the unprecedented need. Almost all governmental expenditures were 
made at the local level, and in 1932 they equaled only $1.67 per 
resident nationwide. Federal relief was the only possible answer. 


Prodded by Harry Hopkins, who was in charge of state relief 
efforts in New York, Roosevelt asked Congress late in March 1933 to 
create the position of Federal Relief Administrator. Senators 
Wagner, Costigan, and La Follette, who had been urging federal 
relief for years, submitted a bill to create a Federal Emergency 
Relief Administration (FERA), to make grants to the states. The 
initial appropriation for this purpose was $500 million. It should be 


noted that while this represented an important step beyond the 
Reconstruction Finance Corporation loans to the states, it was not a 
federalizing of relief. States would still administer the grants. Even 
so, conservatives roundly denounced the bill as “socialism.” “God 
save the people of the United States,” exclaimed a Maine 
representative. But in the view of most members of Congress the 
country had relied upon salvation from that source long enough; the 
bill passed quickly. 

Harry Hopkins, then forty-two years old, Roosevelt’s choice to run 
the FERA, remained the central figure in relief programs for the rest 
of the Depression, and during Roosevelt’s second and third terms 
enjoyed power second only to that of the President himself. This 
man who came to be known as the “assistant president” was a 
person of remarkable contrasts. Reared in Iowa, Hopkins 
nevertheless had the appearance of the street-wise urban resident. 
His pale complexion did not seem to indicate one who had come 
from rural sunshine. After graduating from Grinnell College, 
Hopkins had taken a summer job at a New York settlement house. 
His experiences there launched him on a career in social work. But, 
like the New Deal itself, Hopkins was a do-gooder of a different sort. 
He was given to playing the ponies and was without formal religious 
affiliation. He may not have fit an earlier stereotype of a “moralist,” 
that is, a “puritan,” but he was driven by a genuine moral passion 
for helping others. 

Hopkins had, Raymond Moley said, a “capacity for quick and, it 
should be added, expensive activity.” This was apparent when he 
arrived in Washington. By the time he had been in his job for two 
hours, Hopkins had spent $5 million. When someone told him that a 
particular plan would “work out in the long run,” Hopkins retorted: 
“People don’t eat in the long run—they eat every day.” As he saw it 
then and later, his job was to spend money quickly and disperse it 
among the neediest. This would “prime the pump” and start the 
economy working again. This approach was not universally favored 
by New Dealers. Interior Secretary Ickes had nothing against pump- 


priming, but he thought Hopkins favored “just turning on the fire- 
plug.” 

Ickes’s beliefs were of much importance. While Hopkins’s FERA 
made grants to the states for relief, Ickes was placed in charge of the 
Public Works Administration. This agency, created under Title II of 
the National Industrial Recovery Act, was given the task of 
expanding federally sponsored public works projects in order to 
provide employment and stimulate the economy. Originally 
intended, as its positioning in the recovery bill indicated, to go hand 
in hand with industrial planning, the PWA under Ickes quickly went 
its own way. In 1933 and 1934 the PWA, with its $3.3 billion 
appropriation, was a primary weapon against the Depression. 


Harold Ickes had joined the Roosevelt Cabinet almost by chance. 
Although he actively sought the position, it had seemed very 
unlikely that Roosevelt would choose him. Nearly a generation older 
than Hopkins, Ickes was a veteran progressive who was picked to 
head the Interior Department when more prominent Republican 
progressives declined the job. It was a fortunate choice. A self- 
described curmudgeon, Ickes trusted no one and was very tight- 
fisted with the public’s money. He saw the PWA as a means of 
bringing about recovery, but also as a way to provide valuable 
public projects for the American people. Unlike Hopkins, he would 
not spend for the sake of spending—or just for the sake of putting 
money in the pockets of the needy. This meant that much of the 
PWA appropriation went for materials, architects, engineers, and 
skilled workers. Private contractors often did the work. All this was 
to the long-term good. “We set for ourselves at the outset,” Ickes 
said, “the perhaps unattainable ideal of administering the greatest 
fund for construction in the history of the world without scandal.” 
For all practical purposes, the PWA attained that ideal. The agency 
registered an incredible record of efficient use of funds and left a 
great legacy of public structures, including the bridges on the 
hundred-mile causeway leading from the mainland to Key West, 
Florida; the Grand Coulee, Boulder, and Bonneville dams; the 
Triborough Bridge in New York City; and some 70 percent of all 


new educational buildings constructed in the United States between 
1933 and 1939. It built municipal buildings, sewage systems, port 
facilities, and hospitals. Spending $1 billion, the PWA greatly 
improved the nation and helped many people get through hard 
times. In addition, the clear purpose of PWA projects and the careful 
expenditures kept the agency above much of the criticism leveled at 
other New Deal programs. 


But the question remains of whether Ickes’s efficiency was not 
counterproductive in the context of the employment crisis of the 
thirties. It is not pleasant to think of inefficiency as being positive 
and efficiency as negative, but this argument has been made with 
respect to the public works spending of the New Deal. It is not 
without merit, but it goes too far. An effective works program could 
conceivably accomplish both immediate economic and long-term 
construction purposes. This would have necessitated some spending 
on materials and planning, but would have concentrated the bulk of 
available funds in wages for the previously unemployed. 


Most of the down-and-out were untouched by the PWA. Their 
main contact with federal efforts early in the New Deal was through 
direct relief. Scarcely anyone, including Roosevelt and Hopkins, 
liked the dole. Hopkins rightly held that direct relief took from 
people “their sense of independence and their sense of individual 
destiny.” A group of relief clients in Michigan wrote to President 
Roosevelt in 1936, asking for work rather than a dole. “We are 
thankful for what we receive though.” The last point was decisive in 
1933. As much as most people might dislike direct relief, there was 
no immediate alternative if mass misery and even starvation were to 
be averted. 


But Hopkins and the President, like the bulk of those on relief, 
preferred work relief to the dole. Giving a person something to do in 
exchange for his check “preserves a man’s morale,” Hopkins 
contended. “It saves his skill. It gives him a chance to do something 
socially useful.” With such arguments, Hopkins convinced Roosevelt 
to launch a temporary work relief program in the winter of 1933- 


34. The idea was to tide the unemployed over the winter with small, 
quick projects until the PWA got into full gear. 


The resulting Civil Works Administration was a phenomenal 
chapter in New Deal history. Within a month of its start, CWA had 
hired 2.6 million people, and at its peak in January 1934 it 
employed more than 4 million workers. Wages averaged over $15 a 
week—hardly sufficient, but 2.5 times the typical FERA payment. 
When the CWA began, Hopkins’s field investigator Lorena Hickok 
found that it lifted people’s spirits tremendously. “When I got that 
[CWA identification] card it was the biggest day in my whole life,” a 
middle-aged former insurance man in Alabama told Hickok. “At last 
I could say, ‘I’ve got a job.’ ” 


But any program that spent so much so quickly on so many 
people in so many projects (about 400,000) was bound to involve 
waste. By February, many conservatives were denouncing the CWA 
for being rife with “petty graft” and “politics.” Worse, in the view of 
some, it was said that many people on work relief projects were 
“beginning to regard CWA as their due—that the Government 
actually owes it to them. And they want more.” Such reports 
alarmed the President. He feared that if the program continued it 
would “become a habit with the country.” As spring arrived, 
Roosevelt ordered Hopkins to phase out the CWA rapidly. “Nobody 
is going to starve during the warm weather,” Roosevelt declared 
with more confidence than comprehension. 


The reaction from those who had been CWA workers was not so 
bland. In Minneapolis, riots broke out when CWA ceased operations. 
Less violent but equally distressed responses—strikes and 
demonstrations—occurred elsewhere. But the protests did no 
immediate good. It was back to FERA direct relief for the remainder 
of 1934.4 


During the hectic first hundred days of his administration, 
Roosevelt’s areas of concentration were generally dictated by 
necessity, not choice. There were, however, two areas that had long 
interested the President on which he moved quickly after his 


inauguration. These were conservation and public power 
development. 


Like Cousin Ted, Franklin D. Roosevelt had a sincere interest in 
conservation. The patrician reformer came by his dedication to 
nature honestly. It was an area that one would expect to be of 
concern to a Hudson estate owner. At Hyde Park, FDR had overseen 
the planting of tens of thousands of trees. “The forests,” Roosevelt 
declared in 1935, “are the lungs’ of our land, purifying our air and 
giving fresh strength to our people.” As governor of New York he 
had put up to 10,000 unemployed men to work on a reforestation 
program. As president, Roosevelt protected more national forestland 
than all his predecessors and greatly expanded the country’s 
national parks, adding new ones from Shenandoah in Virginia to the 
Olympic National Park in Washington State. 


No sooner had the banking crisis been weathered than Roosevelt 
moved to set up a national conservation program along the lines of 
his New York experiment. The result was the Civilian Conservation 
Corps, an agency that took young unmarried men from the relief 
rolls and put them to work in the woods. The idea seemed to Moley 
to be an attempt to find William James’s “moral equivalent of war,” 
but to the less philosophical Roosevelt it was simply part of his 
recurring dream of de-urbanizing America and returning to the old 
virtues. The President decided to act rapidly (“But look here! I think 
P’ll go ahead with this—the way I did on beer”) so that his favorite 
idea could slide through Congress while the honeymoon was still 
passionate. 


Despite some criticism, especially from organized labor, of the $1 
per day wage and of the question of military regimentation, the CCC 
bill sailed through Congress. Some disturbing undertones of 
militarism did exist in the CCC camps (particularly when the 
assistant secretary of war suggested that the Army would gladly take 
over the CCC and make the boys “economic storm troops”), but in 
terms of “regimentation” the camps were probably little worse than 
the practice sessions of high school football teams. The 
accomplishments of the CCC were vast in protecting and restoring 


forests, beaches, rivers, and parks; providing flood control and 
disaster relief; and helping some 2.5 million young men survive the 
Depression with some degree of self-respect. The CCC, after some 
criticism at its inception, was the most widely praised of the New 
Deal programs. Roosevelt took justified personal pride in it. 


Another of the new President’s pet projects was public power, 
particularly the long-standing goal of federal operation of the 
Wilson Dam on the Tennessee River at Muscle Shoals, Alabama. 
Progressives, led by Senator George Norris of Nebraska, had tried 
since the end of World War I to achieve this goal, but had been 
thwarted by private power interests and Republican administrations. 
Roosevelt had committed himself to the idea, and after he won the 
election he astounded (and delighted) Senator Norris by proposing a 
program for the entire Tennessee Valley, a proposal that met 
Norris’s fondest hopes but far exceeded what he had dared to think 
possible. 


Roosevelt had long believed in planned land use. He saw the 
severely depressed, eroded, and nearly hopeless Tennessee basin as 
“an opportunity of setting an example of planning, planning not just 
for ourselves but planning for the generations to come, tying in 
industry and agriculture and forestry and flood prevention.” This 
comprehensive development program fit perfectly into Roosevelt’s 
utopian scheme for moving workers and work into the countryside. 
The result, the Tennessee Valley Authority, created in May 1933, 
was one of the great accomplishments of the New Deal. 


The TVA produced power at its numerous hydroelectric facilities, 
but it did much more. The government-produced electricity made 
available a “yardstick” whereby private power rates could be 
judged. It also provided power for farms that had previously been 
without it and made possible the development of industry in the 
region. The dams were used in flood control, and comprehensive 
land-use programs were developed to reclaim the soil of the valley. 
Other programs provided for the education and “betterment” of the 
region’s inhabitants. Remarkably, this was accomplished largely 


through “grass roots democracy,” with many decisions being made 
by local residents. 


TVA was a model of the best that could be accomplished under 
the planning philosophy espoused by many New Dealers. Its success, 
however, was largely due to its breaking away from the centralism 
favored by planners. Critics called the TVA “socialism,” a term not 
likely to endear the program to the people of the valley. Yet the 
TVA was very popular in the areas it served. Roosevelt had foreseen 
why when Norris asked him how he would answer questions about 
the political philosophy behind the TVA. “T’ll tell them it’s neither 
fish nor fowl,” FDR said, “but, whatever it is, it will taste awfully 
good to the people of the Tennessee Valley.” It tasted so good, in 
fact, that private interests, particularly in the electric power field, 
lobbied successfully to prevent similar experiments elsewhere. 
(Roosevelt had spoken of such projects in “the watersheds of the 
Ohio, Missouri, and Arkansas Rivers and in the Columbia River in 
the Northwest.”) The main reason the TVA was not replicated was 
not that it failed, but that it worked so well.5 


Although the National Industrial Recovery Act came to be the 
centerpiece of the First New Deal legislation, and Franklin Roosevelt 
called it “the most important and far reaching legislation ever 
enacted by the American Congress,” the President had not even 
planned to introduce an industrial recovery bill in the special 
session. He believed that reform of the relationship between 
business and government was desirable, but that it should not be 
rushed into and was not necessary to bring about general recovery. 
Still contending that agricultural income was the key to recovery, 
FDR thought the AAA, along with limited inflation and modest 
federal spending for relief and construction, would turn the 
economy around. 


He was wrong. A month into the New Deal the economy began to 
slip again and it became clear that Congress would take action on 
recovery legislation even if the President did not submit a bill. 
Responding to what political journalist Ernest K. Lindley called 


“revolution boiling up from the bottom,” the Senate passed a bill in 
early April introduced by Senator Hugo Black of Alabama. The Black 
bill, which had the support of the American Federation of Labor, 
would ban from interstate commerce any goods made by workers 
who labored more than a six-hour day or a five-day week. Sentiment 
was such that the thirty-hour bill appeared likely to be passed in the 
House as well. That would have put Roosevelt in an awkward 
position. He would not want to veto recovery legislation, 
particularly since it was backed by many Democrats. But Roosevelt 
did not like the bill because, unlike the measures the administration 
submitted, it was rigid. It did not simply grant powers to the 
President and leave their exercise to his discretion. And it said 
nothing about minimum wages, which seemed essential if the 
reduced hours were to increase purchasing power and stimulate 
recovery. Moley later recalled that Roosevelt believed, “what was 
needed was not to thin out the jobs then available, but a measure to 
create new employment and to stimulate industrial confidence.” 


In order to head off the Black legislation, the President gave the 
go-ahead for a recovery bill that would be acceptable to business, 
labor, and the administration. Moley asked General Hugh Johnson, 
a disciple of Bernard Baruch, former associate of George N. Peek, 
and a veteran of the War Industries Board, to draw up a draft. 
Another draft came from Senator Wagner and others. In typical 
fashion the President listened to the advocates of both sides and 
then told them to “shut themselves in a room, iron out their 
differences, and bring him a bill on which they could agree.” 


Conceived under circumstances in which its paternity could not 
be proved, the National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA) was clearly 
of mixed parentage. Among the most important men involved in 
siring the bill, in addition to General Johnson and Senator Wagner, 
were Rexford Tugwell, Raymond Moley, Lewis Douglas, 
Undersecretary of Commerce John Dickinson, former New York 
Congressman Meyer Jacobstein, and labor attorney Donald 
Richberg. A group with such a mixture of beliefs inevitably 


produced an ambiguous, catchall piece of legislation. This was to be 
expected for other reasons as well. 


The American people—and their President—were of two minds 
on the question of the proper basic organization of the economy. 
Newspaperwoman Dorothy Thompson, who was unfriendly toward 
the New Deal, summarized this problem well. “Two souls dwell 
within the bosom of the American people,” she wrote in 1938. “The 
one loves the Abundant Life, as expressed in the cheap and plentiful 
products of large-scale mass production and distribution.... The 
other soul,” Thompson rightly said, “yearns for former simplicities, 
for decentralization, for the interests of the ‘little man,’ revolts 
against high-pressure salesmanship, denounces ‘monopoly’ and 
‘economic empires,’ and seeks means of breaking them up.” These 
conflicting ideals represent what is perhaps the basic American 
paradox. Both are present not only in the society as a whole, but in 
most of the individuals who compose it. Americans love the benefits 
of bigness, but cherish the simpler, more personal economy of an 
earlier time. Our ideal is individualism, but we covet the efficiency 
and comfort provided by large organization. From time to time the 
conflict comes into the open, as it seemed to in the 1912 campaign 
between Woodrow Wilson’s New Freedom, which emphasized a 
simple, competitive economy, and Theodore Roosevelt’s New 
Nationalism, which advocated government-regulated bigness. More 
often, the two ideals coexist in a largely unrecognized and most 
uneasy alliance. The ideas of regulated concentration and a free 
competitive order may be logically inconsistent, but as historian 
Ellis Hawley has convincingly argued, “the two streams were so 
intermixed in the ideology of the average man that any 
administration, if it wished to retain political power, had to make 
concessions to both.” 


If there was one goal that Franklin Roosevelt’s administration 
had, it was to remain in power. The recovery bill that came out of 
the “locked” room was, like most of the New Deal, based on politics, 
not economics. Politically, the bill had not only to satisfy both the 
impulse for regulation and that against monopoly, but also to win 


the support of those who would participate in the recovery plan. 
This included labor, but principally it meant businessmen. Like 
other Americans, most businessmen were somewhat ambivalent 
concerning questions of competition and regulation. They, too, paid 
lip service to the competitive economy, but many were convinced 
that its time had passed. During the Progressive era substantial 
numbers of forward-looking businessmen had come to realize that 
regulation might have a similar effect on them to that of briar patch 
on Br’er Rabbit. They began to see great possibilities in “business 
self-government.” The key to the effects of regulation, after all, was 
in who did the regulating. More businessmen favored “self- 
government” after their experience with a regulated economy 
during the World War. The associational movement—the formation 
of cooperating organizations among corporations involved in the 
same industry—which was pushed by Herbert Hoover’s Commerce 
Department in the twenties, represented a continuation of the idea 
of businesses regulating themselves. If Roosevelt’s industrial 
recovery program could be seen as providing for this, it would enjoy 
substantial business support. 


In the National Industrial Recovery Act, as in the AAA and the 
Thomas Amendment, Congress made few choices. Instead, it passed 
an “enabling” law, transferring great powers to the executive 
branch. The act created the National Recovery Administration 
(NRA), over which Roosevelt placed Hugh Johnson. The precise 
purpose of the organization remained in the eye of the beholder at 
the time of its creation in June 1933. It might seek genuine 
government planning in industry; it might try to restore and enforce 
competition, or it might allow business to set prices and divvy up 
markets without fear of prosecution under the Sherman Act. Any of 
these courses was possible; everything would depend upon how the 
NRA was administered. Laissez faire was over, and the state would 
play a far more prominent role, but what that part would be 
remained unclear. 


As director, Hugh Johnson was in charge of casting. In keeping 
with Johnson’s style, the opening scenes of the NRA resembled the 


choreography of Busby Berkeley. With Johnson one might have 
expected that the climax would have rivaled Cecil B. De Mille, but 
fortunately for the general, he was no longer with the project when 
the credits rolled. 


The idea behind the NRA, quite simply, was to introduce rational 
planning into what had been a chaotic economic system. By 
providing balance to the economy, the NRA, it was hoped, would 
restore employment and prosperity. It amounted to an admission 
that the “unfettered marketplace” was no longer a viable means of 
governing the national economy. Under the NRA, each industry in 
the country would draw up a code of practices that would be 
acceptable. These would cover wages, working conditions, and as it 
turned out, prices and production. The promise of economic 
planning was sufficiently large that such left-liberal journals as The 
New Republic and The Nation warmly endorsed the NRA. The Nation 
went so far as to call it a promising step toward a “collectivized 
society.” The NIRA had provided the new agency with licensing 
powers to coerce businesses into going along with the codes that 
were established. The basic idea was that envisioned by Theodore 
Roosevelt in 1912. In his second fireside chat, Franklin Roosevelt 
called the NRA “a partnership in planning” between business and 
government. The law gave business its demand for “constructive 
relief from the antitrust laws.” (It is noteworthy that businesses 
always seem to be seeking “relief” from something. More recently, 
they have obtained “tax relief” and “regulatory relief.” One may be 
forgiven for wondering how businessmen spell relief.) The NIRA 
also allowed “cooperative action among trade groups.” 


Most goals of the NRA were to be accomplished through the 
development of codes for each industry. Fearing constitutional 
problems and desiring business as well as public support, however, 
General Johnson made no attempt to use his authority to dictate 
codes to businessmen. Instead, he negotiated with them. The 
predictable result was that the largest companies in each industry 
drew up their own codes. In doing so, leaders of some 400 industries 
established provisions prohibiting sales “below cost.” In practice, 


“cost” usually meant “reasonable price.” Hence the agreements 
often amounted to government-sanctioned price fixing. Johnson 
himself pointed out how much better the NRA codes were for 
businesses than had been trade associations: “Now I am talking to a 
cluster of formerly emasculated trade associations about a law 
which proposes for the first time to give them potency.” 


In return for such a generous gift, businessmen were to allow 
labor-oriented reforms against which they had fought for decades. 
The minimum wages, maximum hours, improved working 
conditions, and elimination of child labor called for in NRA codes 
represented a definite advance for working Americans. (The blanket 
code that Johnson suggested for all industries until they worked out 
their specific codes called for a forty-hour maximum workweek and 
a 30 cents per hour minimum wage.) Companies often found ways 
to avoid collective bargaining, which was putatively provided for in 
section 7(a) of the Recovery Act. But even in this area the stage was 
set for subsequent, effective legislation in 1935. Therefore some of 
the long-term advantages of the NRA were substantial. 


It did little, however, to bring about recovery. One of the great 
ironies of the New Deal is that its principal program for achieving 
economic recovery amounted to little more than a larger effort in 
what Hoover had been trying all along: pepping people up, restoring 
confidence. Johnson drew upon his experience with the War 
Industries Board and started a massive campaign to enlist Americans 
in a new campaign against a different sort of “Hun.” He came up 
with the idea of having merchants and.manufacturers who adhered 
to NRA standards display a symbol of their compliance, so that 
consumers would know with which businesses they should deal. The 
symbol Johnson hit upon was a blue eagle with the slogan “We Do 
Our Part.” (Some industrialists were not anxious to display the bird. 
Henry Ford was reported to have said: “Hell, that Roosevelt 
buzzard! I wouldn’t put it on the car.”) 


In the summer of 1933, Johnson treated the nation to a spectacle 
like nothing it had seen since the war—or at least since Charles 
Lindbergh’s return from France. It was wartime patriotism all over 


again. The largest parade in the history of New York City saw 
250,000 people march down Fifth Avenue for the Blue Eagle. 
Pledges like the war bond drives were called for and songs were 
composed: 


Join the good old N.R.A., Boys, and we will end this awful strife. 
Join it with the spirit that will give the Eagle life. 
Join it, folks, then push and pull, many millions strong, 


While we go marching to Prosperity. 


How the Nation shouted when they heard the joyful news! 

We’re going back to work again, and that means bread and shoes. 
Folks begin to smile again. They are happy and at ease, 

While we go marching to Prosperity. 


For a brief time in the summer of 1933 it was believable that the 
country was marching back to prosperity. During the months 
between Roosevelt’s inauguration and the effective dates of the NRA 
codes in the fall, production and employment increased 
significantly. The index of factory production, which had hit a low 
of 56 in March, rose to 101 in July 1933. The gains were at least 
partially attributable to causes unrelated to the NRA: increased 
federal spending, Roosevelt’s restoration of confidence, and perhaps, 
a “bottoming out” of the Depression. The promise of the NRA did 
have something to do with the boomlet of the summer of 1933, 
though. Unfortunately, in many ways that connection proved to be a 
negative development a few months later. Many manufacturers, 
believing that both prices and demand would rise with the NRA, 
sought to build up their inventories with goods produced by cheap 
labor before codes requiring higher wages went into effect. Many of 
those hired in the spring of 1933 were unemployed again by the 
fall. 


The reverse side of high hopes is disillusionment. So it was when 
the Blue Eagle failed to soar to the expected altitude. Whatever 
economic gains might have resulted from increased wages were 
undercut by higher prices. Many believed the price increases that 


resulted from the suspension of competition actually outdistanced 
wage increases. Complaints of “NRA prices and Hoover wages” were 
common by early 1934. Huey Long and some labor leaders began 
saying the agency’s initials stood for “National Run Around.” 
William Randolph Hearst’s version was “No Recovery Allowed.” 


Hopes that the NRA would prove to be labor’s long-sought 
“Magna Carta” were also forlorn. Some labor leaders were able to 
make use of section 7(a) to rebuild unions decimated by twenties 
prosperity and thirties depression. John L. Lewis of the United Mine 
Workers launched a highly successful 1933 organizing campaign, 
basing his appeal on 7(a) and Roosevelt’s popularity. “The President 
wants you to unionize,” proclaimed organizers who remained 
cunningly vague as to whether the president referred to was FDR of 
the USA or JLL of the UMW. But few other unions were as 
successful, and anti-union employers soon found ways around 7(a). 
Most popular was the formation of company-dominated “unions,” 
which were in no sense representative collective bargaining agents. 
When early in 1934, NRA officials approved company-created 
unions in the auto industry, workers realized they would have to 
win their own battles. 


By almost any reckoning, the NRA was a colossal failure. 
Dominated from the start by large-business interests, it served them 
at the expense of the rest of society. Their first concern was to 
assure their own incomes so they sought to use the codes to 
guarantee their margins of profit on the basis of restricted 
production and higher prices. This was scarcity economics and it 
meant reduced purchasing power. Businessmen could survive in this 
way under continuing depression conditions, but it would simply 
perpetuate the hard times, not bring recovery or help anyone else. 
Given its domination by business interests, the NRA offered little 
hope of bringing about recovery. As long as businesses were 
permitted to raise prices to coincide with (or exceed) mandated 
wage increases, there would be no redistribution of income and no 
stimulation of purchasing power. 


All this is generally accepted. A further question must be 
addressed. Increasing complaints about the dictatorial actions of the 
hard-drinking, foul-mouthed Johnson led Roosevelt to ease him out 
of the NRA in 1934. By this time, his two-day absences for drying 
out were becoming common. Johnson was already well on the way 
toward the attitude he would hold in 1938, when he denounced the 
“one-man Roosevelt Party, conceived with superficial cleverness, 
but stuck together with spit and tied into a unit with haywire.... 
[T]he Solid South tied in with Northern Pro-Negro policy.” When he 
resigned Johnson praised the “shining name” of Benito Mussolini. 
Johnson had spoken in 1932 of the need for a temporary dictator 
and “singleness of control.” Others, ranging from Herbert Hoover to 
Huey Long and Charles Coughlin, charged that the NRA was akin to 
fascism. It was a plan, Long said, “to regiment business and labor 
much more than anyone did in Germany and Italy.” Such statements 
were, of course, ridiculously extreme. But the charge remains. The 
Recovery program centralized power, but left that power largely in 
private hands. Less than 10 percent of the code authorities included 
labor representatives, and less than 2 percent had consumer 
representatives. The NRA contained within it some potential for 
fascism. Such surely was not the intention of either Roosevelt or his 
advisers, despite Ronald Reagan’s typically unsubstantiated charge 
in the 1980 presidential campaign that “the members of the Brain 
Trust ... admired the fascist system.” Such nonsense aside, there 
may have been some seeds of fascism in the NRA. The important 
point is that those seeds never germinated in American soil. In fact, 
when the business domination of the NRA became apparent, the 
program’s popularity faded. 

The original legislation had provided a two-year life span for the 
NRA. Without the federal agency to back them, the codes would 
soon wither away. Despite the NRA’s obvious failure, Roosevelt had 
not given up on the idea. Politically he was in no position to do so. 
It would be admitting failure. So in February 1935 he called for a 
two-year extension of the NRA. “The fundamental purposes and 
principles of the Act are sound,” the President told Congress. “To 


abandon them is unthinkable. It would spell the return of industrial 
and labor chaos.” Whether Congress would have agreed on a bill 
extending the program will never be known. Before the House could 
vote the Supreme Court made that action unnecessary. On May 27, 
1935, in the case of Schecter Poultry Corp. v. United States, the Court 
unanimously found the NRA to be, among other things, “an 
unconstitutional delegation of legislative power.” It is difficult to 
avoid the suspicion that Roosevelt was inwardly relieved when the 
Court executed the Blue Eagle. Certainly many other New Dealers 
were. “You know the whole thing is a mess,” the President privately 
told Frances Perkins. “It has been an awful headache.... I think 
perhaps NRA has done all it can do.” 


The rapid-fire legislation of the First Hundred Days of the New 
Deal demonstrated Roosevelt’s attempt to please everyone: NRA for 
business and organized labor, AAA for large farm interests, the relief 
programs for the unemployed, and CCC and TVA for FDR. One 
politically potent group remained: the middle class. One of the 
biggest problems confronting this segment of society was the 
alarming increase in home foreclosures, which had reached a rate of 
over a thousand a day by Roosevelt’s inauguration. The 
administration moved in June 1933, at the end of the special session 
of Congress, to protect both hard-pressed homeowners and those 
who held their mortgages. The Home Owners’ Loan Corporation 
provided refinancing, at low interest rates, of mortgages of middle- 
income homeowners. The HOLC eventually became involved in 20 
percent of all urban dwelling mortgages in the nation. Critics justly 
charged that the program helped lenders more than homeowners, 
since it assured repayment of loans, but in many cases did not 
provide enough help to enable people to keep their homes in the 
long run. Still, everyone involved was happy: homeowners, banks, 
real-estate interests, and the President, who in a single stroke 
assured for himself the support of a large portion of the middle 
class. 


The special session of Congress also aided the middle and upper- 
middle strata of American society in other ways. The Truth-in- 
Securities Act of May 1933 required a modicum of honesty from 
corporations issuing stock. Those floating stock were made 
responsible for accurately representing information about the 
company’s condition. Investors who could prove deception on the 
part of a company selling stock were allowed to collect civil 
damages. Newspapers summed up the thrust of the act: “Let the 
seller beware.” In June, over the bitter opposition of the banking 
community, Congress passed the Glass-Steagall Act. It required the 
divorce of commercial from investment banking and, probably more 
importantly, set up the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation to 
guarantee bank deposits. The latter provision soon worked greatly 
to the advantage of banks, which once again appeared safe 
repositories for the family nest egg. The FDIC was to be one of the 
New Deal’s most important legacies. Without it a large-scale 
banking collapse would very likely have occurred in the early 
1980s. Of course neither act was of much value to those without 
funds to deposit or invest. 


During the next year-and-a-half, New Dealers turned their 
attention mainly to administering the programs launched in the 
Hundred Days. There were, however, a few new departures. The 
failure of NRA and AAA to produce the intended results, particularly 
the continuing lag in farm prices, led to renewed protest in the 
Midwest. The only way to satisfy the spiritual descendants of 
William Jennings Bryan appeared to be through the old panacea of 
inflation. Roosevelt had pacified the inflationists by accepting the 
Thomas Amendment to the AAA bill. This had given him the power 
to bring about inflation, but he was not obligated to use that power. 


In June 1933 an international conference was held in London to 
deal with Depression-related questions of international trade and 
finance. Hoover, who believed that the Depression was caused 
abroad, saw the conference as a great hope for saving the American 
economy. Roosevelt suffered from no such illusion. He refused to go 
along with an attempt to stabilize currencies, fearing that this would 


undermine New Deal attempts to raise domestic prices. The 
American President virtually broke up the London Economic 
Conference with a tart message to other world leaders. “The sound 
internal economic system of a nation is a greater factor in its well 
being than the price of its currency in changing terms of the 
currencies of other nations,” Roosevelt declared. The United States, 
in short, would try to solve its own problems, not join in an 
international scheme to regulate the relative values of currencies. 
Thus the President retained control over the value of the dollar. It 
was a power he soon felt constrained to use. 


Orthodox economists feared inflation as much as they feared 
deficit spending. So did New York bankers. But, as some presidents 
eventually realize, Wall Street is not the nation. Even businessmen 
in other parts of the country often favored soft money. They were 
borrowers, whereas the New Yorkers were lenders. It made all the 
difference. 


Roosevelt finally grew tired of listening to his orthodox advisers. 
Things were getting no better and the old guard economists could 
offer no suggestions. If there was one thing Roosevelt was 
steadfastly against, it was inaction. When a new revolt was 
threatened by the Farm Holiday Association, Roosevelt decided 
some action was necessary. He later insisted that “if we had 
continued a week or so longer without my having made this move 
on gold, we would have had an agricultural revolution in this 
country.” In October 1933 he seized on a plan to buy gold at a high, 
but changing price, in effect devaluing the dollar by increasing the 
number of dollars it took to buy an ounce of gold. When James 
Warburg told Roosevelt that there must be a definite gold price, the 
President responded: “Poppycock! The bankers want to know 
everything beforehand and I’ve told them to go to hell.” For the next 
four months, Henry Morgenthau and Jesse Jones met with Roosevelt 
each morning in his bedroom to decide on the day’s price of gold. 
The process was less than scientific. One morning Roosevelt decided 
on a 21-cent increase because, he said with a laugh, “it’s a lucky 
number.” 


The scheme proved to be no panacea. The price decline halted 
temporarily, then resumed slowly. In January 1934 the President 
called a halt, Congress passed the Gold Reserve Act, and Roosevelt 
established the price of the metal at $35 an ounce, where it 
remained until 1971. 


With no increase in farm prices yet in sight, the pressure from the 
West for the old Bryan demand for the remonetization of silver 
became irresistible. In June 1934 the President reluctantly agreed to 
a Silver Purchase Act, by which the government agreed to buy 
unlimited quantities of silver at artificially high prices until federal 
silver holdings equaled one-third the value of the government’s gold 
stock. This legislation made silver mine owners wealthy and 
provided jobs for a few thousand miners, but was of no discernible 
benefit to anyone else. 


The Hundred Days had ended without the passage of any direct 
regulation of the stock exchange. When Congress convened in 
January 1934, such legislation was at the top of the remaining New 
Deal program. Proposals to curb the Las Vegas syndrome on Wall 
Street, to end manipulation of the market by insiders, to require 
stock purchasers to have a reasonable percentage of the money they 
used to buy securities, and to force brokers and corporations to tell 
the truth about stocks were greeted with an unprecedented outcry 
from lower Manhattan. Honesty, Wall Street seemed to be saying, 
would destroy the stock market. Some, such as Congressman Fred 
Britten (R, Illinois), charged that “Brain Trusters” were plotting to 
“Russianize” America. 


Yet few Americans were prepared to believe wild accusations 
coming from the lips of those who had so recently plunged the 
nation into depression and had even more recently, in the Pecora 
investigation, been reluctantly admitting their past sins. It was 
difficult to take seriously arguments made by a group whose leader, 
New York Stock Exchange President Richard Whitney, could say 
with a straight face four years after the Crash (and less than five 
years before he entered Sing Sing after being convicted of larceny), 
“The Exchange is a perfect institution.” 


Roosevelt signed the Securities Exchange Act, which had been 
drafted by James M. Landis, Benjamin V. Cohen, Thomas G. 
Corcoran, Telford Taylor, and I. N. P. Stokes, into law in June 1934. 
Business complaints had severely weakened the bill, removing many 
mandatory provisions and placing more decisions in the hands of 
the Securities and Exchange Commission, which the act created. 
This meant that much depended on who was appointed to the 
commission. 


President Roosevelt still hoped to keep the support of business. 
Therefore his choice as chairman of the SEC was someone 
businessmen would trust, Joseph P. Kennedy. Less than twelve 
months before, Kennedy had been party to just the sort of stock 
manipulation that the SEC was supposed to stop. Most New Dealers 
were outraged at the choice of Kennedy, but Roosevelt adeptly 
silenced the in-house criticism by appointing four liberals— 
Ferdinand Pecora, James Landis, and progressive Republicans 
Robert Healy and George C. Mathews—to the remaining spots on 
the SEC.” 


People who had known Franklin Roosevelt before were amazed at 
the Hundred Days. “Many of us who have known him long and 
well,” wrote Nation editor Ernest Gruening in May 1933, “ask 
ourselves if this is the same man.” “Was I just fooled before the 
election,” wondered Republican editor William Allen White, “or has 
he developed? ... I have never had to eat my words before.” “He is 
no more like the man who was here in Wilson’s time,” wrote 
someone who had known FDR during the war, “than the capital is 
like the city it was then.” Another who had worked with Roosevelt 
in the Wilson days insisted, “that fellow in there is not the fellow we 
used to know. There’s been a miracle here.” Herbert Feis described 
the public perception of that miracle: “The outside public seems to 
believe as if Angel Gabriel had come to earth.” 


All of this was due in large measure, of course, to Roosevelt’s 
personality and political skill. But it was also to some extent a case 
of wish fulfillment on the part of the American people. They were 


desperately hoping for a miracle. Prior to the inauguration, William 
Randolph Hearst’s Cosmopolitan Studios produced a strange and 
incredibly prescient film called Gabriel Over the White House. The 
movie, directed by Gregory La Cava, later noted for such films as 
Stage Door and Unfinished Business, was ready for release by MGM 
during the interregnum, but Louis Mayer delayed it until March 1, 
1933, to avoid problems with Hoover. Gabriel portrays an old-style, 
uncaring president, Judson Hammond (Walter Huston), who worries 
“when I think of all the promises I had to make to the people to get 
elected.” “Oh, don’t worry,” an aide reassures him, “by the time 
they realize you’re not keeping them, your term will be over.” 
Hammond gives Hooveresque responses to questions about what he 
will do to relieve the horrors of the Depression: “As we have gotten 
out of past depressions—the spirit of Valley Forge, the spirit of 
Gettysburg, the spirit of the Argonne. America will rise again.” 
Basically he ignores the suffering. 


Then Hammond drives his own car in an entirely reckless fashion 
and has a tire blowout at 100 mph. As a result, he suffers a serious 
head injury and lies near death. Divine intervention changes him 
and he emerges from his ordeal as a champion of the poor, inviting 
the leader of an unemployed army whom he has previously 
threatened to arrest to come to Washington. The unemployed will 
be fed at government expense, Hammond says. He proceeds to force 
Congress to grant him dictatorial powers, saying his dictatorship 
will be based on Jefferson’s definition of democracy: “the greatest 
good for the greatest number.” Hammond speaks directly to the 
people over the radio, creates an “Army of Construction,” 
appropriates $4 billion, prevents foreclosures, provides direct aid to 
agriculture, passes a national banking law, repeals the Eighteenth 
Amendment, and restores law and order. “A plant cannot be made 
to grow by watering the top and letting the roots go dry,” the 
divinely inspired president says. It was a veritable blueprint for the 
New Deal. The film was made after Roosevelt’s campaign, but well 
before he took office. 


But there was much more in Gabriel Over the White House. 
Hammond forms a national police force to eliminate crime; quick 
trials and summary executions before firing squads bring a rapid 
end to crime. International problems are as easily straightened out 
in this reflection of Hearst’s simplistic thinking. Hammond tells the 
European nations to pay their debts to the United States, or else. He 
then repudiates the Washington Naval Treaty and says the United 
States will build a vast new navy. Foreign leaders are invited aboard 
the presidential yacht to witness a demonstration of American 
military might, after which they agree to sign a treaty to save the 
world from war. Pax Americana is established and the Depression 
ended, so Hammond dies and goes to heaven. 


Gabriel Over the White House left no doubt that God was on the 
side of America—and of William Randolph Hearst. It provided an 
incredible mixture of the New Deal and fascism. The parallels to 
what was then beginning in Germany are striking. Although the film 
was not a big money-maker, it was briefly popular, finishing among 
the top six movies at the box office during April 1933. The 
significance of the film lies in what it indicates about the desperate 
yearning for leadership and the willingness in some quarters to 
abandon democratic principles in order to get “action, and action 
now.” Clearly Hearst did not speak for the American people, but the 
ease with which Gabriel could blend New Deal-type programs with a 
“benevolent,” militaristic dictatorship indicates how close the 
United States may have been in 1933 to far more drastic changes 
than those Roosevelt introduced. Congress demonstrated time and 
again that spring that it was willing to turn over to the executive 
powers that went far beyond any a peacetime American president 
had ever held before. Although Republican opponents condemned 
Franklin Roosevelt for seizing unconstitutional powers in that crisis, 
he in fact sought to keep those powers within strict limits. Had a 
popular new chief executive like FDR wanted to follow the course of 
the fictional Judson Hammond in 1933, there is little assurance that 
Congress and the people would not have followed him. 


The idea of divine intervention may not have been far from 
Roosevelt’s view of how to explain the early New Deal. He seems to 
have believed that God had stricken him with polio and spared him 
for his mission in life. Whatever the merits of such an interpretation 
may be, the historian is obliged to seek more terrestrial 
interpretations of events. 


One problem with the view that there were two philosophically 
distinct New Deals, one beginning in 1933 and the other in 1935, is 
that there was very little philosophy in the New Deal. Franklin 
Roosevelt, after all, was not an economist or a political philosopher; 
he was a practicing politician. The First New Deal, accordingly, was 
not based on philosophy or economic theory, but on political 
considerations. This is crystal clear in such measures as the 
Agricultural Adjustment Act and the National Industrial Recovery 
Act, which were designed to incorporate philosophically and 
economically conflicting ideas and keep different groups aligned 
with the New Deal. Economic or philosophic consistency was never 
the primary objective. 


The good politician—and Roosevelt unquestionably was one of 
the best—always seeks to occupy the center ground. President 
Roosevelt engaged in a masterful balancing act in 1933 and 1934. 
Politicians need love, and the best ones are promiscuous to the point 
of infamy. What FDR sought in his first two years was not majority 
support, but something approaching consensus. The First New Deal 
tried to please everyone. Roosevelt’s penchant for splitting 
differences down the middle, blending opposites, and playing one 
side against the other was evidence of this. It was great politics, at 
least for a while. 


What is good politics, though, is not necessarily good economics. 
This was one of the basic flaws of the early New Deal. It was not 
possible to keep competing factions happy and still accomplish 
much. The early New Deal agencies were often ineffective not only 
because of contradictory purposes, but also because the wrong 
people were placed in charge of them. Critics like Barton J. 
Bernstein have implied that Roosevelt appointed conservatives to 


head reform programs in order to hold back change. Such observers 
contend that Roosevelt wanted only the appearance of substantial 
reform, not the reality. This interpretation is uncharitable; it is also 
wrong. Roosevelt was a schemer, all right, but not in this way. His 
commitment to substantial—although certainly not revolutionary— 
change was genuine. Rather, the placing of conservatives in charge 
of reform agencies was part of the President’s balancing act, part of 
his attempt to retain business and conservative support while he 
undertook change.? 


This was clever, but proved to be too clever. Keeping 
conservatives off his back was fine, but to keep political support 
Roosevelt needed to have his programs work. Placing in charge of 
the various alphabet henhouses such foxes as Joseph Kennedy at 
SEC, Hugh Johnson at NRA, and George Peek at AAA was unlikely 
to make the programs work. Even placing Ickes—who was anything 
but a fox in a henhouse—over PWA was probably a mistake, since 
Ickes’s concern for spending money carefully prevented it from 
being spent quickly enough to pull the country out of the 
Depression. The clearest exception to this generally poor record was 
Relief Adminstrator Harry Hopkins. The counterproductive 
appointments, again, were not made because Roosevelt was a poor 
judge of administrators; they were the almost inevitable result of the 
President’s attempt to please both sides during a major crisis. 


The early New Deal made important changes in the American 
economic setup, but not drastic ones. Roosevelt tried to work within 
the existing power system, not to transform it. The Emergency 
Banking Act and the Glass-Stea-gall Act, despite the bankers’ 
complaints about deposit insurance, greatly strengthened the 
nation’s private banking system. The NRA allowed big businesses to 
protect their profits through “self-government.” The AAA made 
payments to large landholders and, with Roosevelt’s blessing, 
rejected attempts to alter the rural power structure. The Home 
Owners’ Loan Corporation plainly helped many small homeowners, 
but this certainly was no attack on the system: it saved mortgage 
holders as well as homeowners. The federal relief effort, the CWA, 


PWA, and CCC were all decided departures, but none of them posed 
a serious threat to existing power relationships. The SEC was not 
liked by many on Wall Street, but they soon found they could live 
with it comfortably enough. The TVA was perhaps the biggest 
“threat” to the established order, in that it had the potential to 
demonstrate that planning and community cooperation could work 
and that a government-owned business could compete successfully 
with private enterprise. 


But to fault Roosevelt for missing his chance to bring about 
drastic changes in the American economic system is to overlook the 
restraints upon him (even assuming that he wanted such changes, 
which in most cases he did not). A time of economic collapse, such 
as 1933, might seem just the time to introduce radical change. It is 
not. People may be willing to try new ideas; much evidence 
indicates that a majority was ready for bold new experiments in 
1933. But any move toward either socialization or truly effective 
antitrust action would have been resisted vehemently by business. 
This would have made the economic collapse even worse in the 
short run (which might well not be very short). The fact is that, bad 
as things were in early 1933, they could get worse, and drastic 
change was likely to bring about that undesirable end. 


Roosevelt, to be sure, wanted no such fundamental alteration. He 
sought recovery and more limited reform. Two years after his 
election he had failed to achieve enough of either, and pressures on 
him to move further to the left began to mount. Their sources lay in 
Depression-era life and values. 


“ Edmund Wilson in his piercing memoir of the era, The Shores of Light, wrote of the Crash 
and the banks: 


To the writers and artists of my generation, who had grown up in the Big Business era 
and had always resented its barbarism, its crowding-out of everything they cared 
about, these years were not depressing but stimulating. One couldn’t help being 
exhilarated at the sudden, unexpected collapse of that stupid gigantic fraud. It gave us 
a new sense of power to find ourselves still carrying on, while the bankers, for a 
change, were taking a beating. 


8 - “Fear Itself”: 
Depression Life 
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as to almost all Americans today, the unemployed of the 

1930s were part of a faceless mass. Many pitied them, some 
despised them, most tried to ignore them. Few attempted to 
understand them. Such an understanding must begin with the 
realization that they were individuals, not statistics. They were a 
diverse lot, with cleavages along racial, religious, ethnic, sexual, 
occupational, age, regional, and other lines. Some were proud, 
others beaten. Some were optimistic, others had lost all hope. Some 
blamed themselves, others cursed businessmen, politicians, the 
“system,” or “the Interests.” They were, to be sure, victims, but they 
were not only victims. In most cases they had no part in the cause of 
their suffering, but the ways in which they reacted to their plight 


T o most Americans who escaped the ravages of the Depression, 


form a large—although poorly understood—portion of the history of 
the Depression. 


Here I try to follow anthropologist Clifford Geertz’s prescription 
for cultural analysis. “A good interpretation of anything,” Geertz has 
said, “takes us into the heart of that of which it is the 
interpretation.” “Mass unemployment,” Cabell Phillips has noted, “is 
both a statistic and an empty feeling in the stomach. To fully 
comprehend it, you have to both see the figures and feel the 
emptiness.”! The principal goal is to go into the center of the 
Depression experience and attempt to feel the emptiness; in short, to 
blend social and intellectual history through an excursion into the 
minds of working-class Americans. 


Undoubtedly the main reason that this topic has been so long 
neglected is the difficulty of approaching it.2 Working people are 
largely absent from the traditional types of historical 
documentation. Yet many sources do exist. The Depression and its 
effects upon its victims proved to be an irresistible subject for many 
sociologists and psychologists in the 1930s. The resulting 
contemporary investigations are also extremely valuable sources of 
information.3 The most important kinds of evidence are those that 
bring us into contact with individual working-class people of the 
Depression era. Several varieties of such personal sources are extant. 
Field investigators sent out by the Federal Emergency Relief 
Administration and, later, the Works Progress Administration, to 
report back to Federal Relief Administrator Harry Hopkins on 
conditions and attitudes among the poor provide us with a wealth of 
information. The fact that we receive our impressions of working- 
class thought through the eyes and words of middle-class 
investigators should make us cautious. Even so, the reports add 
much to our understanding. Interviewers hired by the WPA Federal 
Writers’ Project collected thousands of personal histories from 
“ordinary” Americans in the late thirties. These, too, are a 
significant addition to our knowledge of working-class culture.4 


The most useful source of direct contact with the people of the 
thirties is the immense collection of letters that were addressed to 


public figures, especially to Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt. These 
communications bring us into direct contact with more than 15 
million Depression-era Americans, a majority of them laborers, 
clerks, and farmers.5 By weaving together the various types of 
evidence and using one kind as a check on the indications found in 
another, we can begin to understand the lives and values of 
American workers in the Great Depression. What follows is a 
composite of the Depression experience, using the words of 
Depression victims from all these sources. 


For those workers who had enjoyed at least a taste of prosperity 
in the 1920s, the initial blow of the Depression was crushing. The 
twenties had seen the traditional middle-class American values, 
which taught that success and failure went to those who deserved 
them and which stressed acquisitive individualism, spread widely 
among workers. Such workers had been pleased to think that their 
modest accomplishments in the twenties were the result of their 
selection—whether by Calvin’s God or Darwin’s Nature depended 
upon one’s viewpoint—for success. Like the Republican party, which 
had taken credit for good times and hence found it difficult to 
escape blame for bad times, Americans who had claimed 
responsibility for personal gains found it difficult not to feel guilty 
when confronted with failure. 


A widespread attitude of the unemployed early in the Depression 
was: “There must be something wrong with a fellow who can’t get a 
job.” Sure, I’ve lost my job, but I’m still a worthy provider. Work will 
turn up soon. Every morning up before dawn, washed, shaved, and 
dressed as neatly as possible. To the factory gates, only to find a 
hundred others already there, staring blankly at the sign: no ne 
wanted. The search then became more feverish. One day in 1934 a 
man in Baltimore walked twenty miles in search of a job. “I just 
stopped every place,” he said, “but mostly they wouldn’t even talk 
to me.” Perhaps an employment agency? A long wait, but it will be 
worth it to get a job. At last a chance. The questions: name, age, 
experience. Yes, well, we'll see what we can do, but there are 
already more than a hundred men in our files with similar 


backgrounds, and most of them are younger than you. Employers 
can be choosy, you know. It’s a buyer’s market. Why hire a man 
who is over forty, when there are plenty of unemployed men still in 
their twenties? Business has to be efficient, after all. “A man over 
forty might as well go out and shoot himself,” said a despairing 
Chicago resident in 1934. 


Gradually those over forty, though fit physically, began to feel old 
and look and act poor. Keeping up the appearance necessary to 
secure employment, particularly of the white-collar variety, became 
increasingly difficult. As an Oklahoma woman put it in a letter to 
Eleanor Roosevelt in 1934, “The unemployed have been so long 
with out food-clothes-shoes-medical care-dental care etc-we look 
pretty bad-so when we ask for a job we don’t get it. And we look 
and feel a little worse each day—when we ask for food they call us 
bums—it isent our fault ... no we are not bums.” Yet, “with shabby 
suits, frayed collars, worn shoes and perhaps a couple of front teeth 
gone,” men looked like bums. “We do not dare to use even a little 
soap,” wrote a jobless Oregonian, “when it will pay for an extra egg 
a few more carrots for our children.” 


As the days without finding a job became weeks, the weeks 
months, and the months years, it came to be more difficult even to 
look for work. “... You can get pretty discouraged and your soles 
can get pretty thin after you’ve been job hunting a couple of 
months,” a Minnesota Depression victim pointed out. First you came 
to accept the idea of taking a job of lower quality than you thought 
you deserved. Then you began to wonder just what you did deserve. 
It came finally, for some, to be a matter of begging: “For God’s sake, 
Mister, when are you going to give us work?” “How,” asked the 
daughter of a long-unemployed man, “can you go up and apply for a 
job without crying?” 

Modern industrial society does not provide a place or position for 
a person; rather, it requires him to make his own place—and to 
strive to better it. This is taken to be the measure of one’s individual 
worth. Americans had been brought up on the belief that 
meaningful work is the basis of life. Without such work, people felt 


they had no reason for being. “Drives a man crazy,” said a seventy- 
five-year-old former knifemaker, “or drives him to drink, hangin’ 
around.” One must, as a St. Louis man said in 1933, “get the job to 
keep his mind and body whole.” 


Community attitudes toward the unemployed sometimes added to 
the feelings of guilt, shame, inferiority, fear, and insecurity. Many of 
those who remained employed made it plain that they believed that 
“something is wrong with a man who can’t support his family.” 
“Taxpayers” complained of paying for the upkeep of “thieves and 
lazy, immoral people,” “no good for nothing loafers,” “human 
parasites,” and “pampered poverty rats.” 


Although some of the unemployed successfully resisted the 
psychological effects of such verbal attacks, others were likely to 
hear internal as well as external voices telling them that they were 
to blame for their plight. “’m just no good, I guess,” a Houston 
woman told a caseworker in 1934. “I’ve given up ever amounting to 
anything. It’s no use.” “I’d kinda like to think I could get a job and 
hold it,” an Oklahoma WPA worker said at the end of the 
Depression.7 


As scant resources ran out,8 self-blame often grew into the shame 
of having to seek assistance. In some areas, people “would almost 
starve rather than ask for help.” Indeed, some of their fellow citizens 
expected no less from them. “I have had too much self respect for 
my self and Family to beg anything,” wrote a North Carolina man in 
1933. “I would be only too glad to dig ditches to keep my family 
from going hungry.” But there were no ditches to be dug. For many, 
there seemed “little to look forward to save charity,” with all the 
stigma that implied. The loss of one’s “good standing” was a matter 
of great concern. The thought of seeking charity was “very 
distasteful and humiliating.” 


Desperation began to take over. For many, nighttime was the 
worst. “What is going to become of us?” wondered an Arizona man. 
“[ve lost twelve and a half pounds this last month, just thinking. 
You can’t sleep, you know. You wake up about 2 am., and you lie 


and think.” When you could sleep, bad dreams were likely. Worry 
and fear became dominant. Sometimes you would look at your 
children and wonder what would happen to them. Sheer terror 
would suddenly overcome you. Some say you appear to be shell- 
shocked; others tell you that you look like a frightened child. And 
well you should, because at times that’s just the way you feel. Often 
you cry like a youngster; you try to do it privately, but you know 
the children hear you at night. 


Of course you try to forget. For some, alcohol was a means of 
escape. It was not much help when you were hungry, though. “It’s 
funny,” a nineteen-year-old in Providence said. “A lot of times I get 
offered a drink. It seems like people don’t want to drink alone. But 
no one ever offers me a meal. Most of the time when I take a drink 
it makes me sick. My stomach’s too empty.” 


An alternative to drinking was withdrawal from social contacts. 
Convinced that you are a failure, you try to avoid your friends, 
fearing that they will look upon you with scorn or, what is 
sometimes worse, pity. Thus you are unlikely to find out that many 
of your friends have also fallen victim to the Depression. In this 
small, hothouse world, self-blame, shame, and self-pity bloom 
magnificently. 

As desperation grows worse the choices narrow. “My children 
have not got no shoes and clothing to go to school with,” a West 
Virginia man complained in 1935, “and we havent got enough bed 
clothes to keep us warm.” You resort to using old coats in lieu of 
blankets. What can be done? What of the children? They are cold and 
hungry, but “to do anything desperette now they would never live 
down the disgrace.” “What is a man to do?” You face “a complete 
nervous breakdown as a result of being idle.... What is the next 
move for a desperate man? To commit some crime in this time of 
need?” When “all else has failed,” one must do something. Is it 
wrong to steal coal to keep your family warm? Survival becomes the 
goal, the justification. Much like the slaves of the Old South, some 
Depression victims developed a distinction between stealing (from a 
fellow sufferer) and what the slaves had called taking (what you 


need and can convince yourself is rightfully yours because its 
possessor has exploited you or others like you). To some, it was 
acceptable to get “busy” and bring “home some extra money,” as 
the wife of a Michigan WPA man put it. “I’d steal if I had the guts,” 
declared a Rhode Island boy.!° 


If not crime, what? How long can I take it? Is there no hope? Perhaps 
the only thing left is to “end it all.” If no one will help, “than [sic] I 
will take my life away,” said a Detroit woman in 1935. Suicide at 
times “seemed the only solution.” “The Atlantic calls from our 
shores that there is plenty of room for us,” a Massachusetts woman 
proclaimed. Suicide would be the ultimate admission of defeat, but 
it might appear “as the best way out,” as it did to a New York 
woman who stated, “I am not a coward but good Lord it is awful to 
stand helpless when you need things.” “Can you be so kind as to 
advise me as to which would be the most human way to dispose of 
my self and family, as this is about the only thing that I see left to 
do,” a Pennsylvania man inquired in 1934. “No home, no work, no 
money. We cannot go along this way. They have shut the water 
supply from us. No means of sanitation. We can not keep the 
children clean and tidy as they should be.” 


Relatively few, of course, actually took the fatal step, but many 
Depression victims appear to have considered it. An FERA 
investigator in New York City reported late in 1934 that “almost 
every one of her clients” had “talked of suicide at one time or 
another.” The programs of the New Deal may have persuaded some 
that life might still hold some hope. “You have saved my life,” a 
New Jersey woman wrote, referring to assistance she had received 
from the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation. “I would have killed 
myself If I would have lost my house.”!1 


Sometimes the decision of whether to seek assistance was a 
question of socially determined sex roles. An Italian man in 
Massachusetts, for instance, threatened to kill himself, his wife, and 
children because he was about to lose his house. It was 
unacceptable for him to ask for help. His wife saved the day by 


appealing to a neighbor for a loan. The bulk of the help-seeking 
letters of the thirties were written by women to Eleanor Roosevelt. 
What was inappropriate behavior for most men—“begging”—was 
proper for women, either because women were believed to be 
naturally weak or because a mother seeking help was not showing 
weakness, but playing her accepted role. 


Thousands of the down-and-out, almost all of them women, wrote 
to Mrs. Roosevelt asking for old clothes. Americans facing adversity 
clung to their traditions and pride as long as possible, but the 
Depression forced many to set aside the former and swallow the 
latter, lest they have nothing at all to swallow. Clothing was 
considered an area of female responsibility. “Please do not think this 
does not cause a great feeling of shame to me to have to ask for old 
clothing,” an Iowa woman wrote to the First Lady in 1936. “I am so 
badly in need of a summer coat and under things and dresses, oh 
don’t think that it is not with a effort I ask you to please send me 
anything you may have on hand in that line which you don’t care to 
wear yourself.” “I can sew and would only be too glad to take two 
old things and put them together and make a new one,” wrote a 
desperate Philadelphia woman. “I don’t care what it is, any thing 
from an old bunch of stockings to an old Sport Suit or an old 
afternoon dress, in fact. Any-thing a lady 40 years of age can wear.” 


Although men were more plentiful among writers asking for 
direct financial assistance than among those seeking clothing, 
women appear to have outnumbered men in this category as well. 
Men might be as pleased as women to receive help, but their 
expected sex role made it more difficult for them to ask. To do so 
would be further admission of failure as a provider.12 


That so many wrote to the Roosevelts seeking help was indicative 
of the views most Depression-era workers had of the First Family. 
Such people often saw FDR in a fashion much like the European 
peasant who, as Oscar Handlin put it, thought “of the religious 
figure of the sanctified King as his distant protector who, if only he 
were told, would surely intercede for his devoted subjects.” Letters 
to Roosevelt echoed this attitude. “You honor sir and your royalty. 


Majesty,” began a 1935 letter to the President from an incapacitated 
black man in Georgia. When he heard Roosevelt speak over the 
radio in 1932, a Kansas man said, it seemed “as though some Moses 
had come to alleviated us of our sufferings.” 


The special relationship between the Roosevelts and _ the 
downtrodden made it possible to think that asking for help from 
that source was somehow different from seeking charity. One might 
even convince oneself that a modicum of independence was being 
preserved if help came from one’s “personal friends” in the White 
House. Grasping at hope, a woman could ask Mrs. Roosevelt to 
intercede with the manager of a contest “and ask him kindly to give 
me a prize.”!3 


When the hope for prizes and direct assistance from the “royal 
family” flickered out, little was left but to apply for the dreaded 
dole. Any savings you once had were either lost in bank failures or 
long since used up.!4 You have asked friends and relatives for a 
little help more times than is likely to keep them friendly. The 
grocer has allowed your bill to go up, but now he has said that he 
can do no more. Pay some of it or go hungry. By now you have been 
hungry—really hungry—for several days. A twelve-year-old boy in 
Chicago summed it up in a letter: “We haven’t paid 4 months rent, 
Everyday the landlord rings the door bell, we don’t open the door 
for him. We are afraid that will be put out, been put out before, and 
don’t want to happen again. We haven’t paid the gas bill, and the 
electric bill, haven’t paid grocery bill for 3 months.”!5 Something 
must be done. Survival being prerequisite to independence, the 
latter must be sacrificed, if only temporarily. So at last it is that 
painful walk to the local school, which houses the relief office. 


You walk by a number of times, trying to get up the nerve to go 
in. What if your children—or their friends—see you? Finally, it can 
be delayed no longer. Why is that policeman there? Surely you have 
recently felt like breaking something; maybe others are also on the 
verge of destructive acts. Still, seeing that uniform and gun does not 
make you any more comfortable. You tell the clerk what you are 


there for. You are mumbling. Speak up! he says, impatiently. (He is 
on relief, too, and has few qualifications and little training for the 
delicate position he holds.) You finally make yourself understood. 
(What else would you have been there for? Why did he even have to 
ask?) Take a seat. Your name will be called. 


The “intake” room is crowded. You sit down, focusing your gaze 
on one of the holes in your shoes. After a while your eyes, 
thoughtlessly moving about, make contact with those of another 
applicant. He looks away as quickly as you do. How can so many 
people be failures? ... What’s taking them so long? Do they think I have 
all day? ... Come to think of it, I guess I do. What a failure I am!... The 
stink in this place is awful! 


Two hours later you realize that your name is being called—for 
the second time. You rise slowly and go over to the desk. The 
questions bother you. Yes, rour months since we paid the rent. Yes, we 
have been evicted before. No, we lost the car months ago. The radio? It’s 
paid for, and it isn’t worth enough to keep us fed for a week. Can’t we 
keep it? That’s all? You can go home and wait. An investigator will 
visit you in a few days. More questions, more embarrassment, 
further degradation. Pauperization, that’s what it is. How did this 
happen? You have become “something anonymous who will 
presently be more or less fed.” What’s that? It may be several weeks 
before we get any help? How do we eat in the meantime? If we had 
anything at all left, I wouldn’t be here now. 16 


The shame persists, but eventually it may give way to despair 
and, then, apathy, particularly among those on direct relief. “Why 
the Hell should I get up in the morning, lady?” asked a youth of 
twenty. “What am I going to do with all these days? ... ’ve been 
looking for a job for four years. I’ve had two. Five months in all. 
After a while you know it ain’t getting you anywhere. There’s 
nothing for us!” Many were bewildered. An FERA investigator 
described Americans in 1934 as being “terrifyingly patient.” “They 
are sick, mentally and physically,” a New York Home Relief Bureau 
supervisor had said of Depression victims a year earlier. “They have 
given up even trying to look for work. The majority have become so 


apathetic that they accept without questioning us whatever we give 
them, no matter how pitifully inadequate it is or how badly 
administered.” 


Such dole recipients were variously characterized as listless, 
“sinking into indifference,” lethargic, and “too docile, too much 
licked to put up any fight.” One FERA investigator described 
providing relief for such people as “a kind of desperate job like 
getting the wounded off the battlefield so that they can die quietly 
at the base hospital.” +7 


Apathy, too, was a stage, one beyond which many of the 
unemployed moved after the New Deal had taken root. Sooner or 
later those sets of eyes in the relief office would meet. One would 
see “that there were other fellows who didn’t look such a bad sort or 
low mentality in the same fix he was.” It made you feel a little 
better. “Bit by bit,” an FERA investigator reported from Bethlehem, 
Pennsylvania, late in 1934, “these men discovered that it was 
bolstering their morale to swap experiences and reactions and to 
realize that their situation was the result of a social condition, not a 
personal failure.” And if the government had accepted responsibility 
for providing relief, the problem must not be the fault of the 
individual. 


For such people, resentment began to displace self-blame and 
apathy. If it is not your fault, why should you suffer the indignities 
of the relief system? Relief “clients” began to object to the young 
college women who often served as caseworkers. (Not always 
without reason. One in California visited “her clients in a very 
elegant riding costume—breeches, top boots, crop, and all!”) “We 
get work from the Relief as the little young folks thinks we need it,” 
complained a Georgia woman. “They have always been used to 
plenty. Don’t know how hard it is for folks like us.” 


Among the common criticisms of relief was that recipients were 
treated as children: given food orders instead of cash, instructed by 
nutrition experts, investigated by “busybodies,” and generally 
“regimented.” “Why should it be ‘dished’ out to us like we were little 
children, and tell us exactly what every cent should be spent for?” 


asked a Californian. People who had “always managed to raise their 
children and feed them without advice from the outside” were 
unenthusiastic about such lectures. They wanted to be on their own, 
to have cash to buy what and where they chose, to spend it on beer 
every now and then, if they so desired. Although relief recipients 
had already become far more dependent than most of them wished 
to be, they wanted to retain as much independence as possible, even 
within the relief system. 


What gave relief “clients” the chance to reassert their 
independence was the opportunity for work relief, first with the 
CWA and later with the WPA. Self-respect could finally begin to 
return. When a New York relief investigator told a man who had 
been receiving grocery orders that there was a CWA job for him, she 
related, “He grabbed me, swung me right up off the floor, and 
hugged me.” When he went to work, the man left an hour earlier 
than necessary. 


People on WPA jobs spoke with heartfelt conviction about their 
preference for this type of assistance. “My pride took an awful 
beating when I had to apply for relief,” a_ fifty-one-year-old 
Minneapolis man recalled in 1940, “but I feel different about this 
[WPA]. Here I am working for what I’m getting.” “It means,” a 
woman said of the WPA, “that I can look people in the eye because 
I’m not on a dole ... it isn’t like relief. Being on relief just breaks you 
all up.” Another man spoke of the WPA enabling him “to sleep 
nights instead of lying awake thinking of desperate things I might 
do.”18 


By 1935 the attitude of many Depression victims toward relief 
had changed. Complaints increased. Shame over being on public 
assistance was replaced in some by anger at the smallness of 
payments and at relief administrators. A Muncie, Indiana, housewife 
expressed the latter view when she wrote, “Those in charge of relief 
have never lain awake at night worrying about unpaid rent, or how 
to make a few groceries do for the seemingly endless seven days....” 
“It is always,” she continued, “the people with full stomachs who 
tell us poor people to keep happy.”!9 


In the mid-thirties many of the unemployed concluded that relief 
simply amounted to Depression victims getting what was rightfully 
theirs. Social workers were reporting as early as 1934 that some 
people seemed to think “that the Government actually owes it 
[relief] to them.” Lorena Hickok called such recipients “gimmies.” 
Some, an Iowa relief administrator wrote, had “adopted a more 
demanding attitude” and were “willing for the government to see 
them through.” People on public assistance in Salt Lake City 
developed a slang of their own. Significantly, they referred to the 
FERA as “Santa Claus.” In many places, groups of angry unemployed 
people gathered at relief offices and harassed the administrators 
with their demands for better treatment.2° Within the context of a 
basically dependent situation, relief recipients were finding means 
by which to express their independence. 


Whatever the changes in attitudes toward relief and dependence 
as the Depression continued, the psychological problems for the 
unemployed remained devastating. For many Americans who 
avoided the ravages of the Depression, it became an article of faith 
that relief recipients irresponsibly had children for whom they could 
not provide. Some conservatives charged that relief women had 
babies in order to qualify for higher payments. Even FERA 
investigators were not above accepting such notions. “On the relief 
rolls,” wrote Martha Gellhorn in 1934, “it is an accepted fact that 
the more incapable and wunequipped (physically, mentally, 
materially) the parents, the more offspring they produce.” 
“Apparently,” she concluded in another report, “the instinct of self- 
preservation is not very well developed in the working class 
American.”21 


For the victims, however, the problem was far more complex. 
Some social workers excused poverty-ridden, hopeless young 
women who had illegitimate children, because “their lives are so 
empty that they fall a prey to anything which offers momentary 
escape from the horror of their lives.” Although this view was not 
without some validity, the problem was more complicated. For 


many “forgotten women” of the thirties, the questions of 
intercourse, birth control, and having children were among the most 
gnawing of the Depression years. The wife of a Massachusetts WPA 
worker (and mother of his eleven children) voiced one aspect of the 
difficulty: “Ya know down at the Catholic Charities they tell ya your 
not supposed ta have children if you’re on the W.P.A. An’ in the 
church they tell ya you’re not supposed ta do anything about it. An’ 
they say you’re supposed ta live with your man. Now what’s a 
woman gonna do?” 


Even for women without religious qualms about birth control 
sexual questions caused anguish. A woman in the San Joaquin 
Valley haltingly told Lorena Hickok of something “that had nearly 
driven her crazy” and that “she knew was one of the worst problems 
of women whose husbands are out of work.” Almost no one in such 
circumstances wanted to have babies, but “here you are, surrounded 
by young ones you can’t support and never knowing when there’s 
going to be another. You don’t have any money to buy anything at 
the drugstore. All you have is a grocery order. I’ve known women to 
try to sell some of their groceries to get a little money to buy the 
things needed.” 


This still did not describe the depth of the problem, however. “I 
suppose,” the woman continued, “you can say the easiest way would 
be not to do it. But it wouldn’t be. You don’t know what it’s like 
when your husband’s out of work. He’s gloomy and unhappy all the 
time. Life is terrible. You must try all the time to keep him from 
going crazy. And many times—that’s the only way.”22 


Pleasure in the Depression was, to be sure, often limited to such 
inexpensive pastimes. In many places, meat and fruit were rarities. 
One woman bought a dozen oranges with part of her husband’s first 
CWA check. “I hadn’t tasted any for so long,” she explained, “that I 
had forgotten what they were like!” People were gloomy. “I know a 
party that has got a radio + spends some of his money for beer,” a 
Vermont woman wrote to President Roosevelt. Her family was not 
so fortunate: “We don’t have no pleasure of any kind.” 


The absence of pleasure sometimes produced family problems. 
“What about the children who’s parents can’t give their children the 
little things in life such as a cone of cream or a 1 cts piece of candy 
or a soft drink once a week,” asked a Kentuckian. “Who will get the 
blame for this neglect The father of course.... Do you think it is 
right that we poor never have the pleasure of a show or a trip back 
home. Just stay at home and watch others have all the fun good eats 
fine automobiles town houses, country homes....” Other family 
problems grew out of the quest for pleasure on empty pocketbooks. 
“Half the men you have Put to work taken their maney When they 
get Paid an spends it for whiskey,” a Nashville woman complained 
to FDR. “If my husban new that I wrote this he would kill me,” she 
added in a postscript. 


The lack of money, work, and self-esteem caused even greater 
family troubles. Unemployment upset the traditional roles of father, 
mother, and children. Since the father’s position was based upon his 
occupation and his role as provider, the loss of his job was likely to 
mean a decline in his status within the family. The man who was 
without a position was, well, without a position. It was he who was 
supposed to provide independence for the family. Having little to 
do, unemployed men hung around home much of the time. In doing 
so, they infringed upon the sphere of the wife. If the husband 
blamed himself for his loss of income, the wife might try to 
encourage him. At first most did. But as hardships grew, and as the 
man sitting by the kitchen stove began to irritate his wife, the latter 
was increasingly likely to see, and point out, faults in her mate. And 
as his resentment and guilt expanded, he was apt to find more in his 
wife’s actions that displeased him. Quarrels became more numerous. 


Being “on relief” stigmatized an entire family, but most especially 
the father. Male dominance was endangered in the Depression. It 
asserted itself in odd ways. In some cases, most family resources 
were devoted to obtaining clothes for the man. “The women,” it was 
concluded, “can stay inside and keep warm, and the children can 
stay home from school.” There were cases, however, where a father 
was obliged to share his son’s clothes. “They’re all we’ve got now,” 


said a North Dakota farmer. “We take turns wearing ’em.” The 
symbolism for the breadwinner must have been apparent. 


The traditional role of the mother is far less dependent than that 
of the father on the family’s status in the outside world. The 
Depression was, accordingly, less harmful to mothers’ positions 
inside their families. John Steinbeck said it well in The Grapes of 
Wrath: “ ‘Woman can change better’n a man,’ Ma said soothingly. 
‘Woman got all her life in her arms. Man got it all in his head.’ ” 
Some women simply took over for their unemployed husbands. In 
one case, a man first learned of his wife’s decision to rent another 
house “when he came home to find the furniture had been moved.” 
But mothers’ roles were also upset by the economic breakdown. 
Distribution of relief commodities, Chicago social workers pointed 
out, “deprived the housewife of the privilege of shopping and in a 
sense destroyed their responsibility as housewives.” Nor was it easy 
for “a mother to hear her hungry babe whimpering in the night and 
growing children tossing in their sleep because of knawing plain 
HUNGER,” as an Oregon woman put it. “I have laid many a night & 
cried my self to sleep when I think of what I have to work with,” 
wrote a Pennsylvania mother. 


People did their best to maintain traditional roles. If a woman 
must work for her family to survive, so be it. The reemergence of a 
family economy of pooled resources was one means of maintaining 
family independence. “But soon’s the men get goin’ the wife’s 
through,” a Portuguese fisherman in Massachusetts said. “She stays 
home then. Yes ma’am, we like our wives to be home.” Of course 
spouses who continued to cooperate during the Depression helped 
each other make it through with a minimum of upheaval. “We got 
enough ta get along on, and we got each other. That should be 
enough ta make any body happy,” declared a shoe machinery 
worker. For all the problems, in fact, available evidence indicates 
that the families of many unemployed men continued to operate 
under the direction of the traditional head, with little apparent 
change in internal status. The principal effect of the Depression on 
internal family relationships, in fact, was to exaggerate the qualities 


and tendencies already present. The additional strain was often too 
much for weak families to withstand, but strong relationships 
usually weathered the hard times successfully.23 


Discrimination against women in employment became worse with 
the Depression. It was easy to assert that women were taking jobs 
that otherwise would go to male heads of households. Norman 
Cousins stated this argument in its most simplistic form in 1939: 
“There are approximately 10,000,000 people out of work in the 
United States today; there are also 10,000,000 or more women, 
married and single, who are jobholders. Simply fire the women, 
who shouldn’t be working anyway, and hire the men. Presto! No 
unemployment. No relief rolls. No depression.” Those who made 
such statements usually had little interest in facts, but most women 
who worked outside the home during the Depression clearly did so 
out of necessity. They supported themselves and their families just 
as did male “breadwinners.” Such was the case not only with single 
women, but also with most working married women, whose 
husbands were either unemployed or paid too little to provide for 
their families. Nonetheless, campaigns against hiring married 
women were common in the 1930s. Fully 77 percent of the school 
districts in the United States would not hire married women to 
teach; 50 percent of them had a policy of firing women who 
married. 


Despite the prejudice against women—especially married women 
—working, their numbers in the work force actually increased, both 
absolutely and as a percentage of all workers, during the 
Depression. In 1930, women had represented 24.3 percent of all 
workers; in 1940, 25.1 percent of the work force was female. 
Similarly, the proportion of women workers who were married 
increased in the face of Depression-era discrimination, from 28.8 
percent at the beginning of the decade to 35 percent at its end. This 
seemingly remarkable development resulted from several causes. 


Most women who sought employment, before as well as during 
the Depression, did so because the economic realities of American 
life obliged them to work. Most families in this country have aspired 
to an “American standard of living,” which has always been ill 
defined, but is something clearly above mere subsistence. Early in 
the present century it was not possible for working-class families to 
reach that level on the wages of one adult male. The income of the 
father was often supplemented by the wages of children. As child 
labor declined, wives filled the resulting gap in family income. The 
living standards of most families improved in the 1920s. When the 
Depression hit, even those families that did not need the wife’s extra 
income in an absolute sense, needed it if they were to stay close to 
the standard that they had enjoyed during prosperity. As husbands 
lost their jobs, had their wages cut, or became increasingly fearful 
that they might become unemployed, wives who had not previously 
worked outside the home sought jobs. Here was a distinct—and 
often overlooked—irony of the Depression: as jobs became much 
more difficult to find, far more people began looking for work. One 
estimate held that 2.5 million more people were in the work force in 
1937 than there would have been had there been no depression. 
Most of these new workers were women, so one reason that more 
women found jobs in the thirties was simply that more sought them. 


This might seem to support the claim that women were displacing 
men from jobs, but another reason for the increase in female 
workers refutes that argument. Women lost proportionately fewer 
jobs than men precisely because their types of employment were not 
considered interchangeable. There existed many positions that were 
identified as “women’s work”: domestic service, primary education, 
many clerical and social service jobs. Such situations remained 
available to women regardless of how many men were out of work. 
The Depression itself placed women in a relatively better position 
for obtaining work—poorly paid, of course—than men. “[I]deas that 
once had consigned women to inferior places in the labor force,” 
historian Alice Kessler-Harris has pointed out, “now preserved for 
them jobs that menfolk could not get.” The economic collapse hit 


hardest just those sectors of the economy (especially heavy industry) 
that had barred women workers. The fields in which women were 
most likely to be employed suffered a lesser decline and, in the case 
of clerical work (in the new government agencies), social services, 
and education, actually grew under the impact of the New Deal. A 
1940 study found that in the five most depressed industries women 
represented only 2 percent of the employees. In the employment 
categories with the smallest drop in employment, on the other hand, 
women held 30 percent of the jobs. In a strange sense, women might 
be said to have benefited from past employment discrimination 
against them. 


Before we become too envious of women workers during the 
Depression, though, it is well to remember what sort of jobs were 
reserved for them and what they were paid. At the end of the 
decade fully one-fifth of all women who worked for wages were 
employed as domestic servants. Live-in maids in the mid-thirties 
earned less than $8 per week in New York City, the highest-paying 
locality in the country. Other women workers were better paid, but 
not by much. One-fourth of the NRA codes permitted lower rates of 
pay for women than men. The federal government not only allowed 
discrimination, it practiced it. Men on WPA projects were paid $5 
per day; women received only $3. 


Women workers during the Depression also had to face increased 
psychological pressures. Antagonism from male workers and from 
wives who remained at home was intensified by the generally 
mistaken belief that women were taking jobs from men. And at a 
time when their traditional nurturing role seemed especially needed 
in the home, women who were obliged to work for wages carried a 
particularly heavy burden of guilt. One study placed the blame for 
“truancy, incorrigibility, robbery, teenage tantrums, and difficulty in 
managing children” on the “mother’s absence at her job.” 


Given all the obstacles working wives faced during the 
Depression, it is not surprising that many people came to associate 
employment of women outside the home with harsh, undesirable 
economic conditions. In the thirties an ideal came to be formed 


among many Americans—women as well as men—of what 
American family life ought to be like. It was summed up in the 
answer the vice president of a United Auto Workers local made to a 
1939 complaint a union member’s wife had made about married 
women working. “Some day, Dear Sister, I hope we will reach that 
economic ideal where the married woman will find her place in the 
home caring for children, which is God’s greatest gift to women and 
her natural birthright,” Mike Mannini wrote. Here was an example 
of a very important part of the origins of what Betty Friedan later 
called “the feminine mystique.” The return of the wife and mother 
to her “natural” sphere came during the Great Depression to be a 
goal, the achievement of which would be a sign of the return of 
“good times.”24 


In those families where there was turmoil during the Depression, 
the children often suffered. Fathers (and mothers) might take out 
their frustrations on the children. As the effects of unemployment, 
shame, and worry became noticeable in parents, children grew more 
anxious. “The children all seem to be so excitable and high-strung 
these days,” said a New York settlement house kindergarten teacher. 
“T can’t help thinking it’s due to the distress at home.” 


Why do we live like this, a child would wonder. Things used to be 
better. We’re not even clean anymore. Mama says the relief doesn’t give 
enough for soap. And the bedbugs. In our old house we never had 
anything like that! What’s wrong with Daddy? Times are hard, they say, 
but “all the other little girls are getting Easter dresses.” “Our friends 
have skates and we are not able to buy them.” Surely it’s not Daddy’s 
fault; he’s the greatest. Why, he’s been on relief longer than the other 
kids’ fathers—that’s something. 


How can you go to school when the other kids know your family 
has been evicted before and people are saying your father’s not 
paying the rent now? Why should I be the one who has “to put a piece 
of cardboard in the sole of my shoe to go to school”? All the 
questions in a young mind. “My father he staying home. All the time 
he’s crying because he can’t find work. I told him why are you 


crying daddy, and daddy said why shouldn’t I cry when there is 
nothing in the house. I feel sorry for him. That night I couldn’t 
sleep.” 


The special times that usually bring joy to children and parents 
were often the hardest to bear during the Depression. Christmas 
could be particularly painful. “My little children talking about Santa 
Claus,” a Texas father wrote to the President in 1934, “and I hate to 
see Xmas come this time because I know it will be one of the dullest 
Xmas they ever witnessed.” A Virginia mother described a similar 
problem. “My little boy was speaking of Santa Claus ‘He says why is 
it most children gets pretty toys and so many seems like they are 
rich and we so poor’ This made tears come in my eyes,” she said. 
“Then I told him if we are ever lucky enough to get work we will try 
to get him something pretty. I have to tell him of some happy day 
which may come.” 


While many adults compared Franklin Roosevelt to Lincoln, 
Moses, or Jesus, for some children the President was Santa Claus. 
Two Rhode Island boys, for instance, wrote their annual Christmas 
letter in 1935, but mailed it to Washington rather than the North 
Pole. They wanted bicycles or microscope-chemistry sets. Other 
children who sought gifts from the jolly man in the White House 
were more practical. “We have no one to give us a Christmas 
presents,” wrote a ten-year-old Ohio girl, “and if you want to buy a 
Christmas present please buy us a stove to do our cooking and to 
make good bread.” Such were the holiday thoughts of some children 
in 1935. 


Although the children of the thirties lived through the same 
economic hardship as their parents did, it meant different things to 
the new generation. For one thing, children were largely free from 
the self-blame and shame that were so common among their elders. 
Obviously economic problems were not the fault of a child. He 
could rest assured that he had not failed. Adults might have botched 
things up; perhaps Dad was a failure, but few children felt any 
personal guilt. The Depression’s most significant psychological 
problem was generally absent in the young. 


The hardships many families faced in the thirties led children to 
assume greater responsibilities at an earlier age than has been 
customary in the years since World War II. It has been said with 
accuracy that there were no working-class “teenagers” in the 1930s. 
The generation had no time for an irresponsible, prolonged 
adolescence. Challenges had to be met. Often children (especially 
boys) were called upon to supplement meager family incomes by 
working after school (or in place of school). When mothers found it 
necessary—and possible—to get jobs, older children (especially 
girls) were given the responsibility of looking after their younger 
brothers and sisters. 


Although the loss of any appreciable portion of one’s childhood is 
tragic, there were some compensations for the youth of the thirties. 
The work thrust upon children in the Depression was likely to instill 
in them what industrial society commonly considers to be virtues: 
dependability, self-reliance, order, awareness of the needs of others, 
and practice in managing money. To the extent that the Depression 
furthered the development of such qualities in the young, it had a 
strikingly different effect on the children than on their elders. 
Ironically, the same family hardship that might weaken the self- 
reliance of a father could strengthen that quality in his child.25 


If being a child in the thirties was difficult, but at least on 
occasion rewarding, being a young adult presented problems with 
few compensations. Americans have always been future-oriented. If 
things were not quite perfect at the moment, just wait for tomorrow 
or next year. This attitude has been especially associated with the 
young. 

In this as in so much else, however, the 1930s were different. Not 
that optimism did not survive, at least below the surface. 
Throughout the Depression, the slightest good news was sufficient to 
activate the latent hopefulness in some Americans. The creation of 
the CWA and the implementation of the corn loans brightened the 
outlook in Iowa to the point that an Irish man shouted, “In another 
20 days we'll be out of the depression!” In the late spring of 1934, 
Lorena Hickok temporarily convinced herself that “people are in a 


pretty contented, optimistic frame of mind. They just aren’t thinking 
about the Depression any more,” she said, displaying at least as 
much optimism as she thought she detected in others. Speaking of 
the reaction of drought-stricken Colorado ranchers to two 
cloudbursts, she said, “Funny how people will cheer up if given half 
a chance!” “If only they will be patient, circumstances will work 
themselves out, and every-thing will be O.K.,” a Wisconsin woman 
wrote in 1935. Even after a full decade of depression, WPA workers 
could be found in 1940 expressing faith in the future. “My idea,” 
said an Oklahoma laborer, “is that all this is just a temporary thing, 
but it'll give us a chance to get another start if jobs will just pick 
up.” 

Despite the persistence of such attitudes in some quarters, though, 
the future looked bleak to many in the thirties. When asked “what 
his hope for the future was,” an ex-truck driver gave a typical 
answer in 1934: “I just don’t know.” In the same year, Oklahoma 
relief recipients were said to “no longer have the ‘chin up’ attitude.” 
Rather, they “lived in constant fear of what the next day or next 
week would bring.” Young people simply had “nothing to look 
forward to.” Many of the young—at just the stage in life in which 
the future often appears limitless—were nearly without hope during 
the Depression years. Older people, FERA investigator Martha 
Gellhorn pointed out, could “remember an easier life, a less 
stringent world.” They refused “to believe that the end had 
inevitably come.” “But,” Gellhorn declared, “these young people 
have grown up against a shut door.” 


What hope could the future hold for the young adult of the 
thirties? Marriage and raising a family appeared out of the question. 
The CCC was all right for a while, but it was hardly a career. Work 
relief meant survival, but it offered no chance for advancement and 
no training for a “real” job. How could you get interested in it? 
Horatio Alger stories were fine in the old days, but what now? The 
traditional formula was work, save, succeed; but now you could not 
even reach step one. It appeared that “we shall never have good 
times again,” we were “permanently licked.” It was hard to disagree 


with the sobering conclusion that “it would be a cinch to run a war 
these days, with a good many of the world’s young men having 
nothing better to do anyhow than get shot, and at least fed for a bit 
beforehand, and busy....” 


For most, of course, unemployment had to end sometime. The 
offer of a “real job” often brought tears of joy. “This will be our last 
week on relief,” wept the wife of a skilled worker in Joplin, 
Missouri, after her husband obtained employment. “Next week we 
shall be able to take care of ourselves again.” Unfortunately, such 
joy was often short-lived. Long unemployment had taken its 
physical and psychological toll. People became “nervous, muscularly 
soft and unconfident of their ability to do the work they formerly 
did.” On a new job, they were so fearful of “making mistakes that 
they make mistakes and are promptly fired,” reported a Chicago 
settlement official in 1934.26 


The Great Depression was, of course, an economic disaster for 
most Americans, but black people suffered a disproportionate share 
of the burden. The old and true saying that blacks are the last hired 
and the first fired cut both ways during the Depression. 
Unemployment in the “prosperity decade” had been much higher 
among blacks than whites. “The Negro was born in depression,” 
Clifford Burke told Studs Terkel. “It only became official when it hit 
the white man.” 


As layoffs began in late 1929 and accelerated in the following 
years, blacks were often the first to get pink slips. By 1932 black 
unemployment reached approximately 50 percent nationwide. As 
with women, some undesirable jobs had long been reserved for 
blacks. But such jobs became less undesirable when no other work 
was to be found. Although women’s work generally remained just 
that in the Depression, the same was not the case with some 
traditionally “Negro occupations.” Whites demanded that blacks be 
discharged as domestic servants, garbage collectors, elevator 
operators, waiters, bellhops, and street cleaners. A group of whites 
in Atlanta adopted the slogan “No Jobs for Niggers Until Every 


White Man Has a Job.” A poorly educated Georgia woman spoke for 
many whites when she wrote to the President in 1935: “negroes 
being worked ever where instead of white men it dont look like that 
is rite.” A year earlier a white clerk in Marianna, Florida, said in the 
wake of a lynch mob attack on a store that employed blacks, “A 
nigger hasn’t got no right to have a job when there are white men 
who can do the work and are out of work.” The number of 
lynchings in the United States rose from eight in 1932 to twenty- 
eight, fifteen, and twenty in the three succeeding years. A 
Depression-era study showed a positive correlation between the 
number of lynchings in the Deep South and economic distress. “Dust 
had been blown from the shotgun, the whip, and the noose,” a New 
Republic article reported in 1931, “and Ku Klux practices were being 
resumed in the certainty that dead men not only tell no tales but 
create vacancies.” 


Those blacks who were able to keep their jobs suffered great 
hardship as well. A 1935 investigation in Harlem indicated that 
skilled workers there had experienced a drop of nearly 50 percent in 
their wages since the onset of the Depression. The lack of 
employment opportunities in northern cities cut down the 
extraordinary rate of black migration from the rural South, but more 
than 400,000 blacks did make the journey in the Depression decade. 
If jobs were not available in the North, at least there was not as 
much discrimination in the administration of relief as in the South. 
The continuing heavy migration of blacks into cities where they 
could vote, in states with large representation in the electoral 
college, was a political fact of growing importance. 


The political influence of blacks had been minuscule since the end 
of Reconstruction. They voted in overwhelming majorities for the 
Republican party, which had come to take the “Negro vote” for 
granted. The Grand Old Party offered blacks little more by 1930 
than the grand old platitudes of Abraham Lincoln, Thaddeus 
Stevens, and Charles Sumner. The Democrats, however, offered still 
less. The Democrats had never seated a single black delegate at any 
national convention prior to the New Deal. A few blacks were 


selected as alternates in 1924, but at the 1928 Democratic National 
Convention in Houston, the black alternates were seated in an area 
separated by chicken wire from the white delegates and alternates. 
Here was a perfect symbol of the racial attitudes of the party. 


If there was little cause for blacks to hope for much from the 
Democratic party, there was not much more reason for optimism 
about the party’s candidate in 1932. Like most northern Democrats, 
Franklin D. Roosevelt had never said anything about race that might 
upset southern party leaders. He went along without complaint 
when President Wilson ordered the institution of a complete Jim 
Crow system in the Navy. In 1929, FDR issued a public denial that 
he had eaten lunch with blacks. Both Roosevelt’s administration in 
Albany and his 1932 campaign staff were devoid of blacks. Despite 
their suffering from the Depression, blacks voted for Hoover by 
greater majorities against Roosevelt in 1932 than they had against 
Smith four years before. 


Yet a decade later Swedish sociologist Gunnar Myrdal wrote in his 
classic study of American race relations, An American Dilemma, that 
Roosevelt’s presidency had “changed the whole configuration of the 
Negro problem.” Few today would disagree with this assessment. 
The civil rights revolution that reached fruition in the 1960s had its 
origins in the Depression years. A number of factors converged to 
bring about this remarkable result. 


In the early New Deal no direct steps were taken toward easing 
the plight of black Americans. To advocates of legislation to 
improve race relations, Roosevelt argued, with considerable 
justification, that pushing such bills would destroy the support of 
southerners in Congress needed to pass recovery legislation vital to 
all Americans, black as well as white. “First things come first, and I 
can’t alienate certain votes I need for measures that are more 
important at the moment by pushing any measures that would entail 
a fight,” Roosevelt said in 1933. “I’ve got to get legislation passed 
by Congress to save America,” FDR explained to Walter White, the 
national secretary of the National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored People. “The Southerners by reason of the seniority rule 


in Congress are chairmen or occupy strategic places on most of the 
Senate and House committees. If I come out for the anti-lynching 
bill now, they will block every bill I ask Congress to pass to keep 
America from collapsing. I just can’t take that risk.” 


Thus the legislation of the First Hundred Days concentrated on 
the immediate economic crisis, leaving the specific concerns of 
blacks unaddressed. The National Recovery Administration’s effects 
on blacks were symptomatic of the impact of the early New Deal on 
that segment of the population. More than a hundred NRA codes 
established regional wage differentials under which southern 
workers (which in many instances meant blacks, because of the job 
classifications) were paid less than people doing the same work 
elsewhere. The Blue Eagle did not even cover the occupations in 
which most blacks were employed: farm labor and domestic service. 
Eighteen NRA codes included what one NAACP official called the 
“grandfather clause of the NRA.” It established wage scales for types 
of labor based upon what wages had been at a certain date in the 
past. Obviously this perpetuated pay discrimination based on racial 
distinctions in job classifications. And in those instances where NRA 
codes did enforce equal pay for workers of either race, the result 
was often that blacks lost their “advantage” of working for less and 
were replaced by whites. Black newspapers had their own versions 
of what NRA stood for, including “Negro Run Around” and “Negroes 
Rarely Allowed.” 


For blacks, the Agricultural Adjustment Administration served 
mainly to reduce their incomes (which they could stand much less 
than could their large landholding white neighbors), and force black 
landowners into tenancy, tenants into sharecropping, and many 
blacks off the land entirely. These effects were extremely significant. 
Some 40 percent of all black workers in the United States during the 
Depression years were farm laborers or tenants. A 1934 
investigation estimated the average annual income of black cotton 
famers of all types at under $200. The AAA was not the cause of 
such deplorable conditions, but it continued them without 
improvement and in some cases made the problems worse. 


Most early New Deal programs included the ideal of decentralized 
administration or “grass-roots democracy.” (No one in the thirties, 
as far as I am aware, used the term “New Federalism.”) Much could 
be said for the concept in the abstract. In practice, however, it 
meant that local elites controlled the federal programs in their 
areas. “[T]he releaf officials here,” a black resident of Reidsville, 
Georgia, wrote to President Roosevelt in 1935, “... give us black 
folks, each one, nothing but a few cans of pickle meet and to the 
white folks they give blankets, bolts of cloth and things like that.” A 
Georgia official confirmed a discriminatory policy: “There will be no 
Negroes pushing wheelbarrows and boys driving trucks getting forty 
cents an hour when the good white men and white women, working 
on the fields alongside these roads can hardly earn forty cents a 
day.” Relief payments to blacks in Atlanta averaged $19.29 per 
month, while white relief clients in the same city received $32.66, 
nearly 70 percent more. A black person in Hattiesburg, Mississippi, 
summed up the effect of local control in an eloquent, if nearly 
illiterate, letter to FDR: “i wish you could See the poor hungry an 
naket half clad’s at the relief office an is turned away With tears in 
their eyes Mississippi is made her own laws and dont treat her 
destituted as her Pres. had laid plans for us to live.”27 


The need for change should have been obvious. In the 1920s, 
American popular culture was blatantly racist. Movies portrayed 
blacks as shiftless, stupid, and laughable. Radio joined in in 1928 
with Amos ’n’ Andy, a series in which white actors spoke the parts of 
black characters who fit all the white stereotypes of blacks. By 1929, 
Amos ’n’ Andy was radio’s most popular program, heard by about 60 
percent of all radio listeners. Other broadcasts in the decade made 
frequent use of “darky” jokes. Amusement parks advertised games in 
which whites could “Hit the Coon and Get a Cigar.” Optimists 
seeking signs of improvement were hard pressed for examples. 
Perhaps it was a significant reform when The New York Times began, 
early in 1930, to spell “Negro” with a capital “N.” Early in the New 
Deal, though, at least one official of the Federal Housing 
Administration was still in the habit of telling “darky” and “coon” 


stories in public speeches. (Administration leaders soon stopped the 
practice, although it did not die forever, as Nixon-Ford Agriculture 
Secretary Earl Butz demonstrated in the early 1970s.) 


The shift in the attitude of the federal government toward race 
relations was in large part the work of a few dedicated integrationist 
reformers, white and black. Unquestionably, the person most 
responsible for beginning the change in the attitude of the federal 
government toward blacks was Eleanor Roosevelt. Mrs. Roosevelt 
had shown no particular concern or understanding for the problems 
of blacks before her husband became president. But her empathy for 
the downtrodden led her quite naturally to take up the cause of 
blacks. She was shocked at the uproar that followed her having 
lunch with a black woman in Florida in 1933. 


In 1927, Eleanor Roosevelt met Mary McLeod Bethune, a black 
woman who had risen from a sharecropper’s family of seventeen 
children to found Bethune-Cookman College in Florida. The 
friendship between these two women continued over the ensuing 
years, and as a result Mrs. Roosevelt’s understanding of black 
problems expanded greatly. She recommended Mrs. Bethune as an 
assistant to Aubrey Williams at the National Youth Administration, 
and under the leadership of Williams, a dedicated white liberal from 


Alabama, and the influence of Bethune, the NYA became a model 
of government assistance for blacks. 


The First Lady also became friendly with Walter White, the first 
black national secretary of the NAACP. With the guidance of 
Bethune and White, Eleanor Roosevelt became the leading white 
advocate of racial integration in the United States. As such, she 
found herself the target of virulent abuse from white racists. One of 
the harshest was the ditty that put the following words in the 
President’s mouth, speaking to his wife: 


You kiss the niggers, 

I'll kiss the Jews, 

We'll stay in the White House 
As long as we choose. 


Eleanor Roosevelt’s concern for black people was a reflection of 
her larger attitude of compassion, which in turn meshed with the 
values of cooperation that were becoming popular among the 
American people during the Depression years. The “day of 
selfishness,” Mrs. Roosevelt declared in a 1934 speech to a 
conference on black education, was over; “the day of working 
together has come, and we must learn to work together, all of us, 
regardless of race or creed or color.... We go ahead together or we 
go down together.” Seen in this light, the emerging values of the 
American people seemed to point toward racial cooperation. But it 
was not so simple. A move toward racial harmony—admittedly, a 
very small move—was not the only possible effect of the Depression 
on racial attitudes. A glance at contemporary events in Germany is 
sufficient to remind us that hard times can cause an intensification 
of racial and religious animosity. The increase in lynching in the 
American South in those years indicates that such a potential existed 
in the United States as well. Senator Theodore Bilbo of Mississippi 
was one of the those Americans who thought the Nazis had the right 
idea. “Race consciousness is developing in all parts of the world,” 
Bilbo declared in 1938. “Consider Italy, consider Germany. It is 
beginning to be recognized by the thoughtful minds of our age that 
the conservation of racial values is the only hope for future 
civilization.... The Germans appreciate the importance of race 
values.” 


That the United States in the Depression moved in the direction of 
the values of compassion and cooperation pointed to by Eleanor 
Roosevelt, rather than toward the “race values” outlined by Senator 
Bilbo (who sought a $1 billion congressional appropriation in 1939 
to deport all blacks to Africa), was the result of more than 
Depression-bred concepts of justice, as important as they certainly 
were. The push given the President and his policies by Mrs. 
Roosevelt, Mrs. Bethune, Walter White, Harold Ickes, Will 
Alexander, the southern white Methodist minister who became head 
of the Farm Security Administration, Aubrey Williams of the NYA, 
and Clark Foreman, a young white Georgian who became FDR’s 


special assistant on the economic status of Negroes, was of great 
importance. So was pressure from the Communist party and the 
CIO, both of which were in the forefront of the quest in the thirties 
for a larger degree of racial equality. In addition, significant 
pressure came from blacks themselves, both politically and in terms 
of organization, demonstrations, and even rioting. 


The chronological proximity of President Roosevelt’s shift to more 
forceful opposition to racial discrimination with the only major race 
riot of the decade, that in Harlem in 1935, may have been 
coincidence. Be that as it may, the growing importance of black 
voters in national politics surely was directly related to FDR’s move 
to include blacks in his new Democratic coalition. Black voters 
began their historic desertion of the Republican party in 1934, 
before the Roosevelt administration had done much specifically for 
them. In the midterm elections of 1934, a majority of black voters 
cast their ballots for Democrats for the first time. That year Arthur 
Mitchell became the first black Democrat ever to win a seat in 
Congress, when he upset incumbent black Republican Oscar De 
Priest in a Chicago district. Mitchell won using the slogan “Forward 
with Roosevelt.” The fact that Roosevelt at least attempted to 
prohibit discrimination in some federal programs and that his 
administration provided significant amounts of relief for blacks were 
enough to end three-quarters of a century of Republican allegiance. 
“Let Jesus lead you and Roosevelt feed you,” a black preacher 
advised his congregation in 1936. 


In that year, the dramatic shift in black political support was 
unmistakable. “Abraham Lincoln,” the Baltimore Afro-American 
reminded its readers, “Is Not A Candidate in the Present Campaign.” 
Franklin Roosevelt was, and he won an incredible 76 percent of the 
black vote, roughly reversing the outcome of four years earlier. The 
change in black voting was more decisive than that of any other 
group in 1936. As with working-class whites, many blacks who had 
never voted before were sufficiently impressed with the New Deal to 
cast their first ballots for Roosevelt. Even in the rural South, many 
blacks were by this time getting to participate in elections of a sort 


for the first time, as they voted in AAA referendums on such issues 
as crop limitations. A new political awareness and hope began to 
dawn among southern blacks. “ ‘They’s talked more politics since 
Mistuh Roosevelt been in than ever befo’,” one southern black said 
of other blacks in his area. “I been here twenty years, but since 


WPA, the Negro sho’ has started talkin’ politics.” 


Unsurprisingly, some Democrats did not welcome the new black 
members of their party. When a black minister rose to give the 
invocation at the 1936 Democratic National Convention in 
Philadelphia, Senator Ellison D. “Cotton Ed” Smith of South 
Carolina was horrified. “By God, he’s as black as melted midnight!” 
Smith gasped. “Get outa my way. This mongrel meeting ain’t no 
place for a white man!” Smith stormed out of the convention. It was 
the first time there had been reason for any southern delegate to 
walk out of a Democratic convention since 1860, but the South 
Carolinian’s action was a foretaste of the future, not a dim reflection 
of the past. Some southern delegates bolted the Democratic 
conventions again in 1948 and 1964, as the party gave them 
considerably more provocation than a black minister’s prayer. 
Senator Smith insisted that he had no objection to “any Negro 
praying for me, but I don’t want any blue-gummed, slew-footed 
Senegambian praying for me politically.” As he later embellished the 
story for the white folks down home, Smith said that as he left the 
convention, “it seemed to me that old John Calhoun leaned down 
from his mansion in the sky and whispered in my ear, ‘You did 
right, Ed.’ ” 


The attitude of such southern reactionaries as “Cotton Ed” Smith 
to the Democratic alliance with blacks indicates the last critical 
factor in the Depression-era association between liberalism and the 
quest for racial justice. Early in the Roosevelt administration, such 
vehement racists as Theodore Bilbo and John Rankin of Mississippi 
and Martin Dies of Texas supported the New Deal. But as southern 
fears grew that Roosevelt was moving toward the twin horrors of 
socialism and racial equality, racism and economic conservatism 
became intertwined. Southern conservatives combined red-baiting 


and race-baiting in their struggle against Roosevelt and his liberal 
economic policies. Charging that the President sought a second 
Reconstruction, southern racists created a climate in which racism 
was plainly identified with conservatism. For economic liberals, this 
provided one more incentive to come out strongly for greater 
equality between the races. Racism, particularly as it came 
increasingly to be associated with fascism and Hitler in the late 
thirties, was a powerful weapon to use against conservatives. In the 
1930s, for the first time since the 1870s, reforms for blacks took 
their clear place on the liberal agenda. The groundwork was laid, 
but the “second Reconstruction” so dreaded by such conservative 
southern senators as Virginia’s Carter Glass and North Carolina’s 
Josiah Bailey would not come until a quarter century later. 


Although obviously severely limited, the improvements for blacks 
during the Depression were discernible. In May 1935, as the 
“Second New Deal” was getting under way, President Roosevelt 
issued Executive Order 7046, banning discrimination on projects of 
the new Works Progress Administration. Discrimination continued, 
but the WPA proved to be a godsend for many blacks. In the later 
thirties, between 15 and 20 percent of the people working for the 
agency were black, although blacks constituted less than 10 percent 
of the national population. This, of course, was a reflection of how 
much worse off blacks were than whites, but the WPA did enable 
many blacks to survive. More than that, even minimum WPA wages 
of $12 a week were twice what many blacks had been earning 
previously. 


Harold Ickes’s Public Works Administration provided to black 
tenants a more than fair share of the public housing it built. The 
PWA went so far as to construct several integrated housing projects. 
PWA construction payrolls also treated blacks fairly. Some 31 
percent of PWA wages in 1936 went to black workers. Ickes first 
made use of a quota system requiring the hiring of blacks in 
proportion to their numbers in the local work force. This precedent 
was followed again (at least in theory) by the wartime Fair 


Employment Practices Commission and in the civil rights legislation 
and court decisions of the 1960s and 1970s. 


Other foundations were also laid in the New Deal for later 
victories in the civil rights movement. Roosevelt’s Attorney General 
Frank Murphy created the Civil Rights Section in the Justice 
Department in 1939. Two years earlier, FDR appointed NAACP 
attorney William Hastie as the first black federal judge in American 
history. Robert Weaver, who had just completed a Ph.D. in 
economics at Harvard, was appointed in 1933 with Clark Foreman 
to advise the President on black economic problems. Almost a 
quarter century later, Lyndon Johnson named Weaver as the first 
black Cabinet member. Roosevelt himself was advised by a group of 
black leaders who came to be known in the press as his “Black 
Cabinet.” It was, in fact, something considerably less than the name 
implied, but such an advisory group went far beyond anything any 
previous president had done in the area. By 1941 the number of 
blacks in regular (as opposed to WPA) government jobs exceeded 
their percentage in the population as a whole. But what may have 
been FDR’s most significant legacy to the civil rights movement 
involved several white appointees. Seven of Roosevelt’s eight 
choices for the United States Supreme Court were advocates of civil 
rights for blacks. (James F. Byrnes of South Carolina was the 
exception.) The Roosevelt Court set the stage for the Warren Court 
of the fifties and sixties. 


The New Deal did more for blacks than provide hope for the 
future. There were measurable improvements at the time. Most 
telling was the increase in life expectancy at birth. During the 1930s 
this statistic rose from 63 to 67 years for white women, 60 to 62 for 
white men, 49 to 55 for black women, and 47 to 52 for black men. 
While blacks still trailed far behind their white counterparts in this 
key indicator of health and well-being, they narrowed the gap in the 
Depression years. The New Deal also helped bring about a drop in 
black illiteracy, from 16.4 percent at the beginning of the decade to 
11.5 percent at the end. 


Two well-known incidents late in the Depression symbolized both 
the gains blacks had made and how far they had yet to go. When, in 
March 1939, the Daughters of the American Revolution refused to 
allow black contralto Marian Anderson to give a concert in the 
organization’s Constitution Hall in Washington, administration 
officials arranged for Miss Anderson to give a free concert at the 
Lincoln Memorial. An integrated crowd of more than 75,000 
attended the event, and more than two-thirds of those asked in a 
nationwide Gallup poll how they felt about Eleanor Roosevelt’s 
resignation from the DAR in protest over the organization’s racist 
policy approved the First Lady’s stand. Little more than a decade 
before, at the dedication of the Lincoln Memorial, blacks were 
segregated in a roped-off section across a road from white 
spectators. A notable change in white attitudes had taken place in 
the interim. 


Less than two years after the Anderson performance, as American 
industry geared up for war production, A. Philip Randolph, the 
socialist president of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, 
launched the March on Washington Movement (MOWM). The plan 
was to stage a massive black march on the capital to press for 
desegregation of the armed forces and equal opportunity in defense 
industries. The MOWM was, as historian Richard Dalfiume has said, 
“something different in black protest.” The New Deal had begun a 
change in the American racial climate, but it had done so in such a 
way that blacks had been left dependent on whites in the 
government. Some blacks, like Randolph, were ready by 1941 to 
insist on doing things for themselves, on making their own gains. 
The New Deal approach, Ralph Bunche argued, was “in its very 
nature” a “defeatist attitude, since it accepts the existing patterns 
while asking favors and exceptions within them.” The MOWM 
amounted to a public notice that some blacks wanted to stop asking 
for favors and start confronting injustice on their own. The threat of 
the march was sufficient to lead FDR to issue his famous Executive 
Order 8802, creating a Fair Employment Practices Commission to 
investigate charges of discrimination in defense-related industries. 


In exchange for this, Randolph agreed to call off the march. As it 
happened, the FEPC in World War II was not very effective and 
Randolph’s militant approach declined. But another precedent had 
been set, and two decades later Randolph’s March on Washington at 
last took place. Randolph was there to hear Martin Luther King, Jr., 
deliver his stirring “I Have a Dream” speech. 


The rebirth of that dream of true racial equality, which had been 
crushed with the end of Reconstruction in the 1870s, was the real 
achievement of the New Deal years in race relations. The dream, of 
course, remained only that. Black expectations were raised and 
white liberals were enlisted in the cause. Little of substance had 
been accomplished by 1941 in bringing about equal rights for 
blacks, but the seeds of the Black Revolution of the fifties and sixties 
had been sown.28 


9 - Moral Economics: 
American Values 
and Culture in the 
Great Depression 
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uncomfortable. Values, though, as English social historian 

Edward Thompson has pointed out, “are not ‘imponderables’ 
which the historians can safely dismiss with the reflection that since 
they are not amenable to measurement, anyone’s opinion is as good 
as anyone else’s.” Rather, values are the critical base on which any 
society rests. Such values build up over a long period of time, but 
they are far from being unchangeable. As circumstances change, so 
do a society’s values. New values, however, do not arise out of thin 
air; they are grounded in the past experiences and beliefs of a 
people. Any society is likely to have several groups of values from 


Vs constitute a turf on which many historians feel 


which to choose in reaction to given historical circumstances. These 
sets of beliefs need not be consistent; their usefulness for dealing 
with different situations is partially dependent on their being at 
least somewhat contradictory. Finally, it should be noted that the 
fundamental beliefs of one segment of a society may differ 
substantially from those of another portion of the same nation. The 
values of farmers, for instance, might differ from those of city 
dwellers, those of one ethnic group from another, or those of 
industrial workers from those of their employers. 


In traditional societies there has usually been a basic belief that 
economic arrangements should be based upon some concept of 
morality. One of the distinguishing marks of modern capitalism, on 
the other hand, has been the divorce of economics from ethics. 
Professor Thompson has noted that the adoption of the political 
economy that came to be associated with the name of Adam Smith, 
in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, “entailed a 
demoralizing of the theory of trade and consumption.” Smith, who 
called himself a moral philosopher, advocated a laissez-faire 
approach because he believed it would produce the greatest benefits 
for all and so was moral. “No society,” Adam Smith declared, “can 
surely be flourishing and happy, of which by far the greater part of 
the numbers are poor and miserable.” Smith condemned “the mean 
rapacity, the monopolizing spirit of the merchants and 
manufacturers,” who he said ought not be “the rulers of mankind.” 
All of this, however, was quickly forgotten by apologists for the 
rapacious merchants and manufacturers. Such successors as David 
Ricardo and Jeremy Bentham quickly abandoned Smith’s standard 
of morality. “Society to Adam Smith,” Robert Heilbroner has noted, 
“was a great family; to Ricardo it was a bitter contest for 
supremacy.” The marketplace came to be seen by most classical 
economists as a natural realm in which morality had no place. It 
was not immoral, but amoral. The results of the free play of the 
market might sometimes be harsh, but nothing could be done about 
it. The unrestricted marketplace was not an economic system; it was 
the economic system. One might as well try to regulate the weather 


as attempt to regulate the economy. Such meddling—even though 
well intentioned—could only make things worse. 


It is a bit of marvelous historical coincidence that Smith’s Wealth 
of Nations was published in the same year, 1776, that the United 
States declared its independence. This country has, for a variety of 
reasons, always been the preeminent home of laissez faire. As a 
“virgin land,” America had from the first been seen as a place of 
opportunity to start over, without the evils of “decadent” European 
society. The settlement of the English colonies in North America in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries coincided with the height 
of Western civilization’s fascination with natural law and natural 
right philosophies. What better place to restore human society to 
harmony with the natural order than in the pristine New World? 


Adam Smith’s “invisible hand,” as the economic counterpart of 
the natural order, was especially appealing to Americans, who 
already valued their “natural” existence. This view was so generally 
accepted in the new United States because property ownership was 
believed to be relatively widespread. If the hope existed (as it did in 
the minds of such American thinkers as Thomas Jefferson) that most 
men could become small property holders, then it would be possible 
to have an economic order that was basically fair but without 
significant government interference. Nineteenth-century American 
liberalism rested on this assumption. All the independent American 
needed or wanted was “a free field and no favor.” “Equal rights for 
all; special privileges for none” was the Jacksonian refrain. 


But if these beliefs were based upon the assumption of a wide 
distribution of productive property (and they were so based), how 
could they apply in an industrial society in which the ownership of 
productive property was becoming ever more concentrated? To late- 
nineteenth-century industrialists and their intellectual defenders, 
there seemed no problem. The system was the system. Individualism 
was the American way. Social Darwinism supplemented the 
doctrines of laissez faire (and completed the subversion of the 
connection Adam Smith had tried to make between laissez faire and 
morality). “On every ground and at every point,” social Darwinist 


William Graham Sumner declared, “the domain of social science 
must be defended against the alleged authority of ethical dicta.” 
This was fine for an emerging industrial and financial elite who 
wanted people to believe that their dominance was “natural,” but 
what of the growing multitudes of propertyless workers? Did they 
continue to adhere to the standards of Smithean political economy 
while they suffered from its effects? 


Until recently, it was believed that workers in this country 
accepted the dominant American values associated with 
individualism. Workers, many labor historians told us, were “wage 
and job conscious,” they sought individual success, did not know the 
meaning of “enough,” and like other Americans, worshiped at the 
altars of Adam Smith, Horatio Alger, and Andrew Carnegie, if not 
that of Herbert Spencer. The placing of such emphasis on 
individualism, I believe, is not so much incorrect as it is misleading. 


Most Americans, workers included, have tended toward 
individualism. To say this, however, is to say very little, because 
individualism has meant different things to Americans of different 
classes and in different historical eras. The acquisitive, social 
Darwinian form of individualism so often associated with the 
businessmen of late-nineteenth- and_ early-twentieth-century 
America was not the individualism that held a place of primacy in 
the value system of American workers, at least not before the 1920s. 


American workers in the period between the Civil War and World 
War I, labor historian David Montgomery has argued, developed and 
maintained “popular values antagonistic to acquisitive 
individualism.” Labor reformers in the nineteenth century sought 
“to impose moral order on the market economy,” Montgomery 
contends. They had a “revulsion toward the consecration of 
‘selfishness and individualism.’ ” Other recent labor historians have 
reached similar conclusions. 


Yet to speak, as Montgomery and others do, of a “mutualist ethic” 
among American workers does not seem quite to hit the mark 
either. Surely most American workers have rejected the degree of 
collectivism implicit in that term. The difficulty lies in the 


juxtaposition of individualism and “mutuality.” These are not 
either/or categories of complete egoism on the one hand and 
selflessness on the other. Rather, there is a continuum between these 
extremes. Too often, we tend to think that people must be either 
competitive or cooperative. As historian Lawrence Goodwyn has 
shown, the Populists of the late nineteenth century understood that 
humankind is both competitive and cooperative. Both tendencies can 
coexist within a single individual. Which takes precedence depends 
in large measure on external conditions. 


The key to unlocking the puzzle of individualism versus mutuality 
is the concept of independence. A notion of common interests 
developed alongside the desire for independence among nineteenth- 
century American workers. The quest for independence was not 
rooted in simple acquisitiveness. American working-class values 
were based upon another sort of individualism: the belief that each 
individual, not just oneself, has rights to be respected; the belief that 
the measure of a policy or action is its effect on individual human 
beings, not its result on the balance sheet. Within this framework, 
workers could, like other Americans, seek success. They could even 
admire those who achieved it, but only if that success was achieved 
“fairly.” 

The individualism of American workers was not the amoral 
individualism of Bentham or Sumner. It was, instead, an 
individualism distinguished from selfishness. The line may seem a 
fine one, but the distinction is crucial. American workers sought 
independence and so were “self-reliant.” But they believed as well in 
justice, equity, cooperation, and what Edward Thompson has called 
“human reciprocity.” 


The terminology I am using here is unlikely to be familiar to most 
readers, but I believe that these distinctions in value systems are 
essential to comprehending the Great Depression. I shall therefore 
try to make clearer what I am getting at. We all have our own 
personal interests and are concerned with our own well-being and 
our own ambitions. This is not the point. One can be an individual 
without being an individualist. Philosopher Sidney Hook made the 


distinction well in 1936 when he noted that Marxism “is hostile to 
individualism as a social theory, not to individuality as a social 
value.” We can all subscribe to individuality as a social value; it is 
the social theory of individualism that American workers failed to 
accept fully. That sort of individualism is based on egoism, that is, 
the “regard to one’s own interest as the supreme guiding principle of 
action; systematic selfishness.” Just as individualism as a philosophy 
must be distinguished from individuality as a social value, so egoism 
as a philosophy should not be confused with an egotistical person. 
One can be personally self-centered to a high degree and still reject 
the philosophy of egoism. It is a question of whether one advances 
himself while considering the needs of others or ignoring them. “A 
good man’s egotism,” as Sir Charles Sherrington has put it, “... is 
altruism.” 


Similarly, the terms “amoral marketplace economics” and “moral 
economics” should be understood to apply to fundamental beliefs 
about the basis upon which economies ought to be organized. The 
terms have no necessary connections with personal codes of 
behavior. Those who believe in letting the unfettered market 
economy take its course may be very moral on a personal level; they 
may attend church regularly, be faithful to their spouses, and kind 
to dogs and small children. But when it comes to the overall 
operations of the economy, they insist that morality has no place, 
that nothing should be done to interfere with the “natural” and 
“impartial” workings of the marketplace. It is an idea as old as the 
American republic. In his Federalist Number 10, James Madison 
contended that “the rights of property originate” from “the diversity 
in the faculties of men,” and “different and unequal faculties of 
acquiring property” lead to people possessing it in “differing 
degrees.... The protection of these faculties,” Madison insisted, “is 
the first object of government.” In the midst of the Panic of 1893, 
Charles Kendall Adams, president of the University of Wisconsin, 
told his students: “In a vast number, if not a majority of cases, 
suffering has come from improvidence, from extravagance, or from 
dissipation.” Such a belief has been self-serving for most of those 


who have subscribed to it. They are the “winners,” and if they 
believe that the economic game is being played by the proper rules 
—the only rules—they can be self-righteous about their own success 
and indifferent to the plight of the “losers.” As F. Scott Fitzgerald 
pointed out, one of the worst characteristics of some among the 
upper classes is that they are “careless.” They feel justified in 
holding the losers in contempt, in blaming them for their own 
problems, in telling them that they could find work if they really 
wanted to. Losers in a perfect, self-regulating system are, by 
definition, unworthy; they are not “truly needy.” 


One further caveat: I am not saying that all believers in laissez 
faire insist that morality has no place in economics. Some of them, 
including Adam Smith, would argue that this is moral economics. 
But most laissez-faire advocates since the early nineteenth century 
have contended that economics is a science—a “dismal” one, 
perhaps, but a science nonetheless—not a branch of moral 
philosophy. “Ordinary” folks have never been quite convinced of 
this. 


Americans are basically pragmatic; as long as the marketplace 
seems to work, they go along with it. But it works to different 
degrees for different groups. It has been easy for those who have 
“won” in the marketplace to defend it as a perfect, self-regulating 
mechanism in which morality has no role. Those who have not 
succeeded, though, have clung to the notion that the ultimate 
justification for an economic policy must be rooted in its moral 
consequences. The “individualism” of workers has always had 
ethical and cooperative components, while the individualism of 
conservative businessmen has tended to be amoral, acquisitive, and 
egoistical. This is not to say that poor working people are inherently 
“better” than the rich. The poor, like the rich, favor what is best for 
them. Cooperation can be mutually beneficial. A degree of 
cooperation and a government moved by compassion are in the 
interests of workers, much as acquisitive individualism and an 
unrestricted marketplace feed the self-interest of the successful. That 
each approach serves the interests of the group more likely to 


advocate it, however, does not mean that they are ethically 
equivalent positions. The self-interest of workers happens to 
coincide with values of justice and compassion. 


The interplay between the egoistical, amoral individualism of the 
owning class and the ethical individualism of most workers is 
essential to understanding many facets of American history. Workers 
in some periods could seek to gain independence by becoming 
individual proprietors, hence the emphasis of the Jacksonians on the 
interests of farmers and small businessmen. At other times, 
cooperatives appeared to be the best hope. The seeming paradox of 
the existence of so many cooperative movements—New Harmony, 
Oneida, the Fourierist and Shaker communities of the early 
nineteenth century, and the cooperative efforts of the Knights of 
Labor and the Farmers’ Alliances of the late nineteenth century, to 
name a few—in individualistic America is resolved when we realize 
that ethical individualists could easily see cooperatives as the best 
means of fairly advancing the interests of individual workers, of 
achieving independence. 


American workers have always lived in a society in which they 
were confronted with a set of antagonistic values—those of the 
marketplace economy. These values were persistently pushed upon 
workers, since their acceptance of classical political economy and 
their belief in Alger-style success would keep the owning class safely 
in power (and since many in the owning class sincerely believed in 
these values). 


Very broadly speaking, there have been two opposing sets of 
values in America. Both are individualistic; but one emphasizes 
cooperation, the other competition. The categories are far from 
absolute, but workers have tended to move toward cooperative 
individualism and businessmen toward acquisitive individualism. 
Aspects of American history can be illuminated by the realization 
that our vast middle class has been pulled toward one or the other 
of these poles, depending on the particular historical circumstances. 
During periods of liberalism—such as the Progressive Era, the New 
Deal, and the 1960s—the cooperative values have been in the 


ascendancy; during times of conservatism—the late nineteenth 
century is a good example—the acquisitive ethic has dominated. 
Similarly, during times of relative prosperity, many in the middle 
class have tried to emulate those above them on the social scale and 
so adopted their values. The 1920s, 1950s, and 1970s are the 
leading examples of such periods in the twentieth century. During 
hard times, on the other hand, many in the middle class have 
identified with the working class. The significance of these general 
tendencies for the Depression decade is, of course, that it was a time 
both of liberalism and of economic collapse. 


But in the preceding decade, when prosperity combined with a 
swing of the pendulum to the right, considerable headway was 
made—through advertising, installment purchase plans, a rising 
living standard, and a new emphasis on consumerism—toward 
weaning workers from their traditional values and remolding them 
into acquisitive, amoral individualists. “Observers were struck,” 
Irving Bernstein has written of the twenties, “with the materialism 
that permeated all levels of American society, including labor; 
workers shared with their bosses a devout reverence for the 
almighty dollar.”! 


The relative success of the “hard sell” of marketplace economics 
and materialistic individualism in the 1920s was based upon 
prosperity. The owning-class values that had made gains among 
workers in that decade had their material props slashed from 
beneath them in 1929 and subsequently. By the early 1930s, it was 
plain to most pragmatic Americans that the marketplace economy 
was not living up to its promises. 


Often intellectuals find themselves at cross purposes with the 
popular mood. So it certainly was for the American intelligentsia in 
the 1920s. They condemned the materialism, egoism, and 
philistinism of a nation of “Babbitts.” Many American thinkers and 
writers in the twenties went so far as to remove themselves from the 
society in which they felt so alienated. 


The immense social and economic forces of the Great Depression, 
however, pushed intellectuals and common folk in similar 
directions. They rarely met, but they traveled essentially parallel 
courses in the thirties. Intellectuals and Depression victims alike 
criticized the effects of capitalism, although the latter did not often 
use such explicit terms. The Depression rapidly undermined many 
old values and, for a time at least, the American Dream itself. The 
economic collapse called, at a minimum, for a readjustment in 
values. Some intellectuals in search of new values turned to an 
idealization of peasant societies or regional agrarianism in the 
United States. More turned to the legacy of Karl Marx. What they all 
had in common was a search for a life of community and sharing, as 
opposed to the acquisitive individualism of modern industrial 
capitalism. 


In the Cold War-McCarthy period, the decade of the thirties was 
known as the Red Decade. The image originated, in fact, at the time. 
In 1934 publisher William Randolph Hearst launched what he 
hoped would be a new Red Scare. He sent spies onto university 
campuses to ferret out “red” professors and believed he found them 
at New York University. Hearst also worried about reds in 
Washington, charging that the Roosevelt administration was “more 
communistic than the communists.” The year 1934 also saw the 
appearance of a strange book called The Red Network by Elizabeth 
Dilling. It made its contribution to the cause by listing some 1300 
red conspirators, ranging from the predictable Eleanor Roosevelt to 
the startling Mohandas Gandhi and Chiang Kai-shek. Taken 
together, the charges of Hearst, Dilling, and other “100 percent 
Americans” in the mid-thirties made the anti-Communist crusade 
laughable. 


But it was not yet over. In 1938 the House of Representatives 
created a Special Committee on Un-American Activities. The intent 
of most of those voting to establish the committee appears to have 
been to investigate the activities of American fascists and Nazi 
agents in the United States. Committee chairman Martin Dies of 
Texas, however, was not worried about fascists. He was interested 


only in the actions of Communists and New Dealers, categories that 
he saw as largely indistinguishable. Such fascist groups as the Silver 
Shirts, the Ku Klux Klan, and the Knights of the White Camelia were 
soon applauding the work of a committee originally intended to 
investigate them. 


In 1941 the title of a book written by Eugene Lyons, The Red 
Decade, kept alive a distorted notion of America in the Depression. 
In the Cold War climate of the late 1940s and 1950s, the belief that 
Communists were prominent in the New Deal, as well as on college 
campuses and in CIO unions, spread widely. As McCarthyism grew 
in the early fifties, views of the role of Marxism in Depression 
America became even more distorted. Liberals and defenders of the 
New Deal felt constrained not only to show that the Roosevelt 
administration was not riddled with Communists, but also that the 
New Deal was not influenced by Marxism and that they, the New 
Deal liberals, were fully cognizant of the Communist threat. Thus 
the three volumes of Arthur Schlesinger’s otherwise admirable The 
Age of Roosevelt written in the 1950s suffer from a Cold War 
mentality that seeks to escape the condemnation of the remnants of 
McCarthyism. Schlesinger allows that there was an “undue 
complacency about Communism” in the United States in the late 
thirties. In a chapter entitled “Growth of a Conspiracy,” he says that 
“the Communist conspiracy” was “a great potential danger to 
American democracy.” 


Such assessments greatly overstate the “threat” of Soviet 
espionage in the thirties. Surely such activities did exist, but there 
was nothing approaching a dangerous conspiracy. More serious than 
the overestimation of the conspiracy, though, is the denigration of 
the importance of Marxist ideas in the decade. In reference to the 
thirties’ radical intellectuals, Schlesinger says: “All shared a 
profound conviction that, though Karl Marx might have been a 
formidable social thinker, Marxism in general ... [was] irrelevant to 
the United States.” This assertion is mistaken. With the exception of 
some CIO unions, the influence of the Communist party itself was 
never very great in Depression America, but Marxist ideas were very 


important; indeed, they played a significant role in advancing the 
cooperative values of the period. 


Many American intellectuals were attracted to “Marxism” in the 
thirties, but there was little agreement over precisely what that 
meant. Even before the purges of the later thirties and the Nazi- 
Soviet Pact of 1939, few Americans approved of Stalinism. Some 
joined the Communist party or at least endorsed its candidates. In 
September 1932, fifty-two writers, critics, and professors, including 
Sherwood Anderson, Erskine Caldwell, Malcolm Cowley, John Dos 
Passos, Theodore Dreiser, Waldo Frank, Granville Hicks, Sidney 
Hook, Langston Hughes, Lincoln Steffens, and Edmund Wilson, 
signed an open letter indicating their support for Communist 
presidential candidate William Z. Foster. The Communists, critic 
Edmund Wilson said admiringly, “are people who are willing to die 
for a religion.” But few prominent American intellectuals could long 
tolerate the requirements of the party. Like most of their 
countrymen, they found the Communists too dogmatic, too 
authoritarian, and, perhaps, too foreign. Many American 
intellectuals did like Marxism, though, for its emphasis on class 
conflict, its explanation of the crises of capitalism, its call for action 
and personal commitment, and its (at least in their view) moral 
condemnation of acquisitive individualism. To a considerable 
extent, Marxism in Depression America was in the eye of the 
beholder. Each intellectual refashioned the ideas of Marx as he 
wanted them and then liked what he created. 


The Great Depression seemed to many intellectuals who had long 
been estranged from American bourgeois society a wonderful 
opportunity to develop new values. Before the Crash, writers were 
already deeply disturbed by the paradox of technological 
improvements making conditions worse for large segments of the 
population. “The better we are able to produce,” Stuart Chase wrote 
in The New Republic early in 1929, “the worse off we will be. This is 
the economy of a mad-house.” The Depression confirmed what 
many intellectuals had been saying for years: an economy built 
upon acquisitiveness and competition was destructive economically, 


socially, and psychologically. Samuel Schmalhausen, the associate 
editor of the Marxist journal Modern Quarterly, wrote in 1932 that 
the American economic system had made a “fetish of 
individualism,” leading to the “dominance of the ego in the affairs 
of men.” The result was a “sick” society. In the early thirties, many 
among the intelligentsia agreed with him. Capitalism, Sidney Hook 
maintained, had made man “the basis of society, not social man, but 
egoistic man.” The old economic system, Hook insisted, degraded 
people and ideas alike “by setting a cash value on them.” 


The Depression led many intellectuals into believing that some 
sort of social and ideological apocalypse was at hand. In this sense, 
it was a thrilling time to be alive. The old world was collapsing and 
the chance was there to take a hand in molding a new one. The 
American Dream had turned into a nightmare. Progress, always a 
central icon in the American secular faith, no longer seemed viable. 
As they rejected the greed and materialism they associated with 
American capitalism, scores of leading thinkers turned to Marx for a 
possible new value system. Marxism was “in the air” in intellectual 
circles in the thirties, and its spirit was in harmony with the values 
developing among much of the general public. Intellectuals of all 
persuasions had to acknowledge the importance and apparent 
relevance of Marxist thought to the Depression. Marxist vocabulary 
was in common usage among the thinkers and writers of the decade. 
Marxists, after all, had predicted the economic collapse and had an 
explanation for it. Moreover, the Depression left many people 
feeling that they were being buffeted by powerful forces beyond 
their control. This lent credibility to the Marxist concept of 
determinism. Marxism seemed to many in the American 
intelligentsia of the thirties to support their own moral 
condemnations of the marketplace economy and to uphold the 
values of community, justice, and cooperation that so many writers 
of the period favored. 


The goal was, as progressive historian Charles Beard put it in 
1935, the “subordination of personal ambition and greed to 
common plans and purposes.” For some (fortunately, not many) as 


the American Dream faded, it was simply a matter of replacing it 
with the Russian Dream. The Soviet experiment came to be seen in 
some quarters as another Puritan “City Upon a Hill.” But Joseph 
Stalin was ill-cast as John Winthrop. Most Americans attracted to 
Marx soon concluded that they must follow the advice of Edmund 
Wilson and “take Communism away from the Communists.” Marx 
must be “Americanized.” 


Through articles in such popular liberal journals as The New 
Republic and The Nation, in a host of little magazines—including 
Partisan Review, Common Sense, Science and Society, Modern 
Quarterly, Symposium, and Miscellany—and in their books, such 
intellectuals as Sidney Hook, Edmund Wilson, John Dewey, Philip 
Rahv, Lewis Mumford, Robert Lynd, Max Eastman, and Reinhold 
Niebuhr attempted in the thirties to blend parts of Marxism with the 
best of the American liberal tradition. They were appalled at the 
values of the marketplace economy that took away “all sense of 
social responsibility” and led the individual, in Mumford’s words, to 
“compensate by egocentric getting and spending for the absence of 
collective institutions and a collective aim.” But collectivism to 
these men did not mean the dissolution of the individual into the 
mass. On the contrary, Dewey, Hook, Lynd, and others saw 
socialism as a way to provide the economic security necessary for 
people to be truly free to express their individuality. Sidney Hook, 
historian Richard Pells points out, saw Marxism “as a natural 
extension of ideals that had their roots firmly in the liberal 
tradition.” The intellectuals called for what Niebuhr referred to as 
“equal justice” and a redistribution of wealth and income to the 
“disinherited.” But they wanted to maintain a large degree of 
freedom as well. 


In all these respects, the leftist intellectuals were basically in tune 
with the values of the public and the aspirations of the New Deal. 
Franklin Roosevelt often employed the same class-oriented rhetoric 
and symbols that the leftists used. The intellectuals were calling for 
a liberal socialism while FDR was offering a social liberalism. There 
were important differences, but ordinary folks could be forgiven for 


having difficulty telling them apart and taking what they could get. 
Both sets of beliefs, after all, were grounded in the moral economic 
value system that became dominant in Depression America.2 


Ethical themes were abundant in the letters of Depression victims. 
“IT am in great distress and want,” a California man wrote to the 
President in 1934. “I realize that in the United States, there is 
enough for all, but on account of selfishness and greed, some are 
getting, while others are not.” “How people can sit down at a 
banquet and enjoy themselves when millions are going to bed 
hungry is more than I can understand,” said one of Mrs. Roosevelt’s 
correspondents. “Some Gets any thing they want and Some None,” a 
Kansas man complained in a 1934 letter to one of his senators. 
“T[AJll i want is a square deal,” he continued, “i dont want it all Give 
Every Body a Chance to live Some Lay money up and some going 
Hungry.” “This nation could be made an ideal place to live,” a 
Minneapolis man wrote to Eleanor Roosevelt, “if every one would 
work together for the common good of every one instead of for 
selfish purposes.” “How about the person who has” been generally 
unemployed for years “and the one who has had steady, regular 
employment all the time at a good salary, changing places for a 
while?” an unemployed Arkansan suggested to Harry Hopkins in 
1935. “It seems fair that all get some of the pie.” 


Specific complaints people made in their letters to the Roosevelts 
and to government officials often indicated the same resurgence of 
values based on equity and fairness. This was clearly the case with 
the common protests concerning the injustice of giving clerical and 
administrative jobs in relief agencies to those who could “afford to 
buy fur coats, spend their money on fancy clothes and worthless 
items of luxury.” These positions should instead be “filled by men 
and women who need the money for their families and their 
homes.” A Nebraska WPA worker wrote Hopkins in 1936 that “it is 
the rich and not the poor that get the jobs. We are just as capable of 
doing the work as they are and maybe do the work and not be 
uptown all hours of the day.” 


In addition to complaining about who got the good jobs in relief 
agencies, many workers objected to “higher-ups” being paid too 
much. “Can’t some of these high salaries be cut just a wee bit so the 
Money allocated for salaries will be more evenly divided,” an Ohio 
“House Wife” asked the President in 1935. “F.D.R. you arprobated 
[appropriated] it for us Workers. And we want it and are protesting 
to you,” wrote a group of Birmingham WPA workers. “No one is 
getting the Money but the bosses formons and head mens We 
workers are not getting it every turn we hafter loose and the big 
mens gaines.” “The big mens are taking it all for them selves,” they 
continued. “You have arprobated it for us where do it go[?]” 


Several of the Depression survivors Studs Terkel interviewed in 
the 1960s recalled a spirit of cooperation among the poor. “A lot of 
times one family would have some food,” Mary Owsley said. “They 
would divide. And everyone would share.” Her daughter, Peggy 
Terry, expressed the same idea: “But there was a feeling of 
together.” “Black and white, it didn’t make any difference who you 
were,” Louis Banks said of hoboes in the Depression, “ ’cause 
everybody was poor. All friendly....”. And Kitty McCulloch 
remembered giving away her husband’s best suit “to a man who had 
such shabby clothes.” Her husband, she explained, “had three other 
suits and he didn’t have any. So I gave it to him.” 


That such sentiments were widespread was confirmed by early 
scientific opinion polls. Nearly 60 percent of the poor questioned in 
a 1935 Fortune survey said that the government should not “allow a 
man who has investments worth over a million dollars to keep 
them.” (It is not surprising that almost 70 percent of the 
“prosperous” believed that such wealthy individuals should be left 
alone.) In the fall of 1937 more than 42 percent of the poor in 
another Fortune poll said that “the federal government should follow 
a policy of taking money from those who have much and giving 
money to those who have little.” When those who favored such a 
program “if it doesn’t go too far” are included, more than 64 percent 
of the poor endorsed redistribution.? 


The Depression-bred values evident in letters and opinion polls 
were strikingly reflected in the popular culture of the 1930s. This is 
a realm that has attracted serious historical study only in quite 
recent years. Further, it is an area in which it may seem difficult to 
find much convincing evidence about a society’s values. Assuming 
that it is possible to isolate such underlying themes in a movie, 
book, or song, what does it tell us? Perhaps it provides information 
about the beliefs of the director, author, or lyricist; but many of us 
are understandably hesitant to draw conclusions from mass culture 
about the culture of the masses. Pete Seeger made the point well 
when he told me, paraphrasing his father, “Music can be made for 
people, for the working class, by Tin Pan Alley; and movies can be 
made for the working class by Hollywood. But when it comes to 
songs made by the working class, then you have to look a little 
harder in this mass production age.” Such questions are easier to 
deal with for an earlier time. Folk culture clearly came from the folk 
and can more readily be accepted as conveying the values of the 
segment of the society from which it arises. 


Popular culture must be used cautiously in any attempt to get at 
popular values. But if the same sorts of beliefs and attitudes that are 
found in the statements, actions, and votes of people in a given 
historical context emerge repeatedly in the popular entertainment of 
the day, additional confirmation of those values has been found. 
Such was decidedly the case in Depression America. 


Although music, radio, books, magazines, comics, sports, and 
other forms of mass entertainment were all significant in the 
thirties, nothing else was as central to American popular culture in 
that decade as motion pictures. There are good reasons for 
concentrating attention on Hollywood. Movies were the preeminent 
form of popular culture in the 1930s. Almost everyone who could 
afford to (and millions who could not) went to the cinema 
frequently throughout the decade. During the depths of the 
Depression in the early thirties, an average of 60 million to 75 
million movie tickets were purchased each week. Although part of 
this remarkable figure represented repeat customers, the number 


itself corresponds to more than 60 percent of the entire American 
population. (This compares to a number of weekly movie admissions 
by the late 1970s equaling less than 10 percent of the population.) 
Hollywood made more than 5000 feature films during the 1930s. Up 
to a point, film producers had to reflect changes in popular 
attitudes. They were guided by the profit motive and so had an 
incentive to give moviegoers what they wanted to see. Many 
contemporaries were convinced that film was the most powerful 
medium of the time. Immediately after the stock market crash, for 
instance, New York Mayor Jimmy Walker asked movie operators to 
“show pictures which will reinstate courage and hope in the hearts 
of the people.” If any form of popular culture can shed light on a 
people’s values, surely the Depression-era cinema is the most likely 
candidate. My perceptions are based on a study of nearly 150 films 
of the period, including many of the most popular and significant 
ones. 


The most common impression about movies in the Great 
Depression is that they served as escapism. Depression victims—and 
those who feared they might soon be such—could pay their dime or 
quarter and forget the troubles of the real world for a few hours. Of 
course this is true. It is undeniable that movies provided a 
temporary escape for millions during the Depression. But they did 
far more than that. It was, as Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., has rightly 
said, a time “When the Movies Really Counted,” when they were 
“near the operative center of the nation’s consciousness.” 


In his history of the films of Depression America, We’re in the 
Money, Andrew Bergman insists that the movies of the period served 
to reinforce the success ethic and values of what I have here termed 
acquisitive individualism. “Dehumanizing competition,” Bergman 
contends, was glorified in most thirties films. The only exception he 
finds is King Vidor’s Our Daily Bread (1934). That film glorifies life 
on a collective farm and favorably portrays the whole idea of 
cooperative living. Bergman is right in singling out Our Daily Bread 
for its powerful plea for cooperation and even collectivism, but I 
think he is quite wrong in suggesting that most films made during 


the Depression carried a message extolling the virtues of 
competitive individualism. On the contrary, movie audiences were 
able to take away from many thirties productions reinforcement of 
the moral economic values that they were developing on their own. 


The first—and most enduring—of the popular genres of the 
Depression years, the gangster film, makes the point clearly. These 
movies have generally been taken to have represented one of several 
viewpoints. Bergman argues that they provided a vehicle for the 
traditional American story of individual success. Robert Warshow, 
on the other hand, in his highly perceptive 1948 essay “The 
Gangster as Tragic Hero,” maintains that the ultimate message of 
the gangster film is that in modern, individualistic, success-oriented 
society “there is really only one possibility—failure.” The gangster, 
many critics have pointed out, is a figure with whom audiences 
identified, particularly in the early Depression years. “[T]he 
gangster speaks for us,” Warshow says, “expressing that part of the 
American psyche which rejects the qualities and demands of modern 
life, which rejects ‘Americanism’ itself.” 


The criminal must either represent the American success ethic or 
its rejection. We cannot have it both ways. Or can we? “We gain the 
double satisfaction,” Warshow points out, “of participating 
vicariously in the gangster’s sadism and then seeing it turned 
against the gangster himself.” The gangster “is what we want to be 
and what we are afraid we may become.” This insight provides the 
key to understanding how the public perceived the gangster movie 
in the early Depression. Americans have always had a love/hate 
attitude toward individual success. On the one hand, we have a 
burning desire to succeed; on the other, we despise the successful 
man who steps on others to get ahead. This amounts to a different 
way of stating the conflict between the competing American value 
systems: acquisitive individualism versus cooperative or ethical 
individualism. In a period like the 1920s, the worship of success 
takes precedence; but in the Depression many Americans concluded, 
as Warshow put it, “the successful man is an outlaw.” 


The prototype of the early thirties gangster genre—and its most 
important example—was Little Caesar (1930). Contrary to the 
popular assumption that the gangster is a film character with which 
the audience identifies, the central character of this film, Caesar 
“Rico” Bandello (Edward G. Robinson), is anything but sympathetic. 
His goals are to make money and, even more, to “be somebody,” to 
be in a position to tell others what to do. Rico destroys anything and 
anyone who stands in the way of his advancement. He is the 
epitome of the self-centered, acquisitive man, one who will use any 
means of “competition” to eliminate (often literally) his rivals. In 
short, Little Caesar stood in the eyes of early Depression audiences 
(the movie was released in January 1931) as the symbol of the 
amoral, greedy businessman. For those who may have missed the 
connection, Rico makes it explicit as he arrives in the upper reaches 
of crime: “Yeah, I ain’t doin’ so bad in this business, so far,” he tells 
his associate. The equation of crime and business was one that 
Depression viewers appreciated (so much so that in 1933 critic 
Dwight MacDonald called Little Caesar “the most successful talkie 
that has yet been made in this country”). 


The message Depression-era audiences were likely to carry away 
from Little Caesar was quite the opposite of reinforcement of the 
individual success ethic. The film could instead be seen as an 
implicit condemnation of the amoral marketplace values that 
dominated the preceding decade. In his drive for the top, Rico has 
no truck with compassion or human values. “Love, soft stuff!” he 
says disgustedly to his friend Joe Masara. Rico realizes that the man 
on the make cannot be soft; he must be able to “dish it out” and 
“take it.” Rico’s collapse (like that of American business) is even 
more rapid than his rise, and begins because of his insistence that 
Joe must come back to work with him. Although Rico says “this is 
what I get for liking a guy too much,” his real motive was to control 
Joe and protect himself. Selfishness, not friendship (despite the 
homosexual undertones in the movie), leads to Rico’s demise. As he 
dies in a shootout—beneath a billboard announcing Joe’s success as 
a performer—Caesar utters his famous last words: “Mother of 


Mercy, is this the end of Rico?” The obligatory end for the gangster 
has arrived. The prophecy at the film’s outset, where Matthew is 
quoted (“For those who live by the sword shall also die by the 
sword”), seems fulfilled. What is often overlooked, however, is that 
Little Caesar never quite reached the top. One step above him was 
the head of the city’s criminals, appropriately called Big Boy. (“I 
never saw anybody the Big Boy couldn’t get to,” says Little Arnie 
Lorch. “He can fix anything. That’s why he’s the Big Boy.”) The 
audience—or at least that part of it that noticed—was left with the 
message that the biggest gangster of them all continues to thrive. 
The implications for the “big boys” of the economic system in the 
thirties was apparent. 


The same sort of implicit attack on the amoral methods of 
acquisitive individualism was evident in other films of the early 
Depression. Chester Morris, the central character in Corsair (1931), 
wants to show his girlfriend that he is “as good a businessman” as 
her father, who is a stockbroker. To do so, he becomes a pirate! 
Chester sums up the view of business ethics that was rapidly gaining 
acceptance in these years: “It doesn’t matter how you make your 
money, it’s how much you have when you quit.” 


But all gangsters in the movies were not alike. If Robinson’s Rico 
was not the sort with whom the viewer was likely to identify, the 
same could hardly be said of James Cagney as Tommy Powers in 
Public Enemy (1931). Here is the other side of the ambivalence 
toward the anarchic criminal figure. Viewers could identify with 
Powers not only because Cagney portrayed a more likable fellow 
than did Robinson, but because the Cagney character was not 
entirely self-centered. Powers and another character, Paddy Ryan, 
are obviously “good” mobsters. “Nobody can do much without 
somebody else,” Ryan says. There is some indication in the movie 
that Tommy became a criminal because of societal injustice, 
although this is not explored. In any event, Tom Powers believes in 
“justice” of a sort—in honor among thieves. He does not go around 
killing people for fun. (Rico usually had some small reason for his 
murders, but he obviously enjoyed them.) In the end, Tom is sorry 


for his life of crime. The sharp contrast with Rico is evident in 
Powers’s dying words: “I ain’t so tough.” Just so. That is why we 
like him so much better than Rico. Unlike Little Caesar, Tom Powers 
is not the completely ruthless reflection of the acquisitive 
businessman stereotype. The moviegoer was able to take vicarious 
enjoyment when someone like Powers, with his ultimate sense of 
justice, “stuck it to” a society that had seemingly become so unjust. 


Gangsterism in the early thirties was not, of course, a 
phenomenon confined to the silver screen. Popular attitudes toward 
real criminals paralleled the feelings evoked by movie mobsters. 
Even if they would not admit it, many people identified up to a 
point with the real gangsters they read about in the newspapers. It 
was not, however, brutality and selfishness that the public was 
approving. The popular mood found it agreeable to romanticize the 
criminals, to see them as social bandits who robbed bankers and 
gave to the poor. Seeing Depression criminals as Robin Hoods was 
best exemplified in Woody Guthrie’s 1939 song “The Ballad of 
Pretty Boy Floyd.” Guthrie’s mythicized Floyd had been unjustly 
accused of crime and had gone on to become a folk hero: 


There’s many a starving farmer the same 
old story told 
How the outlaw paid their mortgage and 


saved their little home. 


Guthrie’s closing verses made the point that many others left 
unarticulated in their romanticizing of criminals: 


Yes, as through this world I ramble. 
I see lots of funny men, 

Some will rob you with a 6-gun, and 
some will rob you with a pen. 

But as through your life you II travel, 
wherever you may roam, 

You won’t never see an outlaw drive 


a family from their home. 


In point of fact, few Robin Hoods were roaming the American 
countryside in the Depression. Floyd, “Baby Face” Nelson, John 
Dillinger, Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow, and the rest were cold- 
blooded murderers, largely devoid of the human sympathies some 
observers like to find in them. It must be realized, though, that 
people who identified with them were making them over in the 
social bandit image. Their minds created what they wanted to see 
and then admired it. The songs about the bandits survived, as Eric 
Hobsbawm has noted that they traditionally did with social bandits 
in peasant societies. Those songs allowed people to maintain the 
myths and “the vision of the just society.” 


Movies could also deal with issues similar to the Guthrie version 
of how Pretty Boy Floyd became an outlaw because he was wrongly 
accused. I Am a Fugitive From a Chain Gang (1932) is one of the most 
powerful films of the period. The hero of this Mervyn Le Roy movie, 
James Allen (Paul Muni), returns from the World War determined to 
find a better life than his old job as ‘a shipping clerk in a shoe 
factory. He does not want a job like his life in the Army, being 
under orders, working in routines. Rather, Jim wants “a man’s 
job”—an expression frequently used to convey the idea of self- 
respect and independence: “I’ve learned that life is more important 
than a stupid, insignificant job.” Jim takes to the road seeking an 
engineering position, but is able to find only _ occasional 
employment. Finally he becomes desperate and tries to hock his war 
medal, but finds a case in the pawnshop is already filled with them. 


? 


Jim meets Pete, another “bum,” who tells him he knows where 
they can get some free hamburgers. Jim’s real troubles begin when 
Pete unexpectedly pulls a gun on the diner’s proprietor and forces 
Jim to join in a robbery. Showing no concern for the circumstances, 
a judge sentences Jim to ten years at hard labor. The action takes 
place in an unspecified southern state (although scarcely anyone has 
an accent), and Jim finds himself on a chain gang. On the surface, I 
Am a Fugitive is an effective attack on the horrors of chain gangs. On 
a slightly deeper level, it carried a more important meaning to 
Depression audiences. The prison becomes an exaggerated vision of 


society. Innocent people are treated brutally. The regimented life 
from which Jim wanted to escape in the Army and factory is even 
worse in prison. “You even have to get their permission before you 
can sweat,” another inmate tells Jim. While those in power are cruel 
and unreasoning, the victims show concern for each other and 
cooperate as much as they can. An older man, Bomber, advises Jim 
on how to escape and gives him $7, which it took him years to 
accumulate. Sebastian, a black prisoner, helps Jim bend his 
shackles. Muni himself presents a more sympathetic character than 
he had a few months earlier in his more noted role as the Capone- 
like leading man in Scarface (1932). 


After his escape Jim (now calling himself Allen James) becomes a 
1920s success story, rising Alger-style in a Chicago engineering firm. 
His only mistake is to fall into the clutches of a “loose woman” who 
finds out about his past and threatens to expose him unless he 
marries her, which he does. Finally, after he asks for a divorce, she 
turns him in. Because Allen has become such a pillar of the 
community, all of Chicago comes to his defense and the governor 
refuses to allow extradition. Then an official of the southern state 
arrives and promises Jim a full pardon if he will voluntarily return 
and serve ninety days of easy time. 


The state goes back on its promise and Jim is outraged: “The 
state’s promise didn’t mean anything! It was all lies! ... Their crimes 
are worse than mine, worse than anybody’s here. They’re the ones 
who belong in chains, not me!” Jim finally escapes again. Now he 
symbolizes all Depression victims, desperately searching for any 
kind of work, a social outcast. He constantly feels hunted, and when 
he returns to Chicago to see the woman with whom he had fallen in 
love earlier, Jim hears a noise and, believing the authorities are 
after him, takes his leave. As his face fades, the woman asks, “How 
do you live?” From the dark comes a hoarse whisper: “I steal!” And 
the movie ends. No other thirties movie has an ending so cold and 
depressing. I Am a Fugitive was the perfect expression of the national 
mood in 1932: despair, suffering, hopelessness. Few movies have 


ever represented a year so well. Le Roy’s film was 1932: 
hopelessness. America had hit bottom.* 


The change that the New Deal brought in the nation’s mood, its 
restoration of hope, was clearly paralleled in MHollywood’s 
productions. If the Hoover years had been reflected in the horror 
and gangster films, in 1932’s I Am a Fugitive and Tod Browning’s 
Freaks, the spirit of the early New Deal was evident in the new 
popular movies of 1933. It was the year of the musical. 


In Gold Diggers of 1933, the Depression hits show business. As a 
rehearsal is going on, with the cast singing “We’re in the Money,” a 
sheriff comes in to close down the show. The film’s story is of the 
planning and production of a new show, a musical about the 
Depression. It seems that hard times might be overcome by singing 
about them. Brad (Dick Powell), the man who supplies the money 
for the show, turns out to be a member of a wealthy banking family 
that disapproves of popular music and show people. The film does 
not indict the rich as a class; rather, it says that their values are 
wrong. The upper social classes are portrayed as prejudiced, foolish, 
and believing that money can solve all problems: “Everyone has a 
price.” The story is extremely contrived. Brad’s nasty rich brother 
softens and three aristocrats wind up marrying show girls and, we 
assume, living happily ever after. The movie concludes with a 
remarkable attempt by extravagant choreographer Busby Berkeley 
to make a social statement. As marching World War I soldiers are 
converted into jobless men “marching” on a soupline, Joan Blondell 
sings: 


Remember my forgotten man, 
You put a rifle in his hand, 
You sent him far away, 

You shouted, “Hip Hoorayl” 
But look at him today. 


If the connection with the New Deal and its restoration of hope 
were not entirely explicit in Gold Diggers, it hit people over the head 


in another 1933 musical. In Footlight Parade, Jimmy Cagney plays a 
Broadway producer who, as he puts it in song, hears the breadline 
calling. The salvation from that breadline is made clear in the 
movie’s closing number. Cagney and Ruby Keeler hold up cards 
showing first the NRA’s Blue Eagle, then the warm “nothing to fear” 
smile of FDR. The other enormously successful Warner Brothers 
musical of 1933, 42nd Street (which was chronologically the first of 
the three), is less precise in its reference to Roosevelt, but shows the 
almost magical hopes of 1933: Chorus girl Ruby Keeler miraculously 
learns the leading role in the fictional show Pretty Lady in only five 
hours after the star breaks her leg. Ruby is, of course, a huge success 
and shuffles off to Buffalo as a new star. The mood here is a far cry 
from I Am a Fugitive, a year before. This sort of optimistic nonsense 
could not have been sold to audiences in 1932. After the New Deal 
restored hope, 42nd Street became the third largest money-maker of 
1933. 


It is undeniable that the backstage musicals of the New Deal’s first 
year served principally as a means of escape from the worries of 
hard times. Cultural historian Richard Pells has noted that Busby 
Berkeley’s colossal dance numbers seem like “monuments to 
collectivism—with their hundreds of anonymous boys and girls, 
their utilization of massive choruses and gigantic orchestras, rather 
than soloists and small combos, their faultlessly mechanical 
precision....” Yet it seems unlikely that many moviegoers carried 
this message away from his productions, even subconsciously. 
Instead, the musicals lifted spirits and held out hope for better 
times. In this regard, they represented Roosevelt’s first year almost 
as effectively as Fugitive did Hoover’s last year. 


Another film reflection of the new optimism of the Hundred Days 
was far more ironic. Walt Disney was an arch-conservative. His 
enormously popular 1933 cartoon Three Little Pigs was probably 
intended to be a call for a return to the virtues of Horatio Alger and 
Calvin Coolidge. But when it was released two months after 
Roosevelt’s inauguration, Three Little Pigs seemed to fit in perfectly 
with the rising optimism of the New Deal. Particularly appropriate 


to the new President’s theme of overcoming fear of the Depression 
was the cartoon’s song, “Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf?” People 
who suddenly believed that they could defeat the wolf made the 
song a big hit.5 


The thoughtless optimism of the musicals and Disney’s pigs made 
the movies of 1933 distinctive. The feelings of optimism trailed off 
in succeeding years, but faith in Roosevelt remained high. Films in 
the mid- and later thirties moved more deeply into social problems 
and the values of Depression America. Several modern critics have 
argued that Hollywood became in those years the guardian of 
traditional American values. Most such assessments are made in a 
tone of disdain. This is based on a misconception of “traditional 
American culture.” There was not, as I have said earlier, a 
traditional American culture, but a variety of values that often 
contradicted one another. The values that dominated movies in the 
New Deal years were not those of acquisitive individualism. 


Hollywood’s view of government changed drastically after the 
New Deal commenced. Whereas government had appeared in early 
gangster films as inept and, on the state level in J Am a Fugitive, as 
oppressive and evil, the post-1933 film vision of the federal 
government became extremely favorable. The Feds were now 
righteous and benevolent. Lawmen had never been the heroes in the 
movies of the Hoover years. But by the mid-thirties, the very stars 
who had been criminals a few years before jumped over to the 
“right side of the law.” Edward G. Robinson was transformed from 
the grasping Little Caesar into a double-agent cop who destroys the 
gang he joins in Bullets or Ballots (1936). In G-Men (1935), erstwhile 
public enemy James Cagney becomes an FBI hero. And Humphrey 
Bogart, while still frequently playing the bad guy in later thirties 
movies, popped up in Crime School (1938) as a reforming deputy 
commissioner of corrections. 


But if the early Depression view of government had undergone a 
metamorphosis, the same could not be said of the film portrayals of 
businessmen, greed, and the rich. If anything, the Hollywood vision 


of these people and attitudes became more unfavorable. The 
association of such portrayals with the New Deal was clear. 
Sometimes it was explicit. In The President Vanishes (1934), a 
president who begins his radio speeches with the familiar, “My 
Friends ...,” declares that “our struggle is against the forces of 
selfishness and greed.” The 1935 MGM production of A Tale of Two 
Cities is true to Dickens in showing Sidney Carton’s ultimate selfless 
sacrifice; it is also chock-full of statements showing the inhumanity 
and selfishness of the rich and of businessmen, for example: “I am a 
businessman, think of me as a machine”; “There is no room for 
sentiment in business”; “There is a sickness today that is called 
humanitarianism”; “Hunger is an indulgence with these peasants, as 
the gout is with us”; “What I get from these peasants is barely 
enough to pay my perfume bill.” 


The ultimate in the depiction of the values of the Depression is 
approached in Howard Hawks’s morality play Barbary Coast (1935). 
It is not a great film, but it is a crystal-clear rendering of the values 
of the thirties. Edward G. Robinson as Louis Chamalis is evil 
incarnate, a mid-nineteenth-century San Francisco version of Rico. 
As his men are about to wreck the presses of a newspaperman who 
wants to expose him, Chamalis says: “This is business.” When asked 
why he killed a man, Louis matter-of-factly replies, “for business 
reasons.” On the opposite side is Joel McCrea as James Carmichael, 
a lover of poetry and people, representing good. Robinson and 
McCrea contend over the heart of Mary Rutledge (Miriam Hopkins), 
who represents society, as women so often do. She arrives in San 
Francisco motivated by greed and is taken in by Chamalis to run a 
rigged roulette wheel in his gambling house. He calls her “Swan,” 
and as such she is greedy. But, predictably, Hopkins has become 
good Mary again by the last reel. In a completely selfless act, she 
offers to stay with Louis if he will let Carmichael, whom she now 
loves, go. Even Robinson has been at least partially won over to the 
good values, however, and as he is taken into custody by vigilantes, 
he tells her to go ahead with McCrea. 


Dead End (1937) was one of the more extraordinary productions 
of the decade. It starkly portrays the life of the urban slum dweller 
and the contrasts between rich and poor. Two kids who grew up 
together on the Lower East Side have taken different paths. 
“Babyface” Martin (Humphrey Bogart) grew up to big-time crime. 
He has killed eight men. Dave Connell (Joel McCrea) went to 
college for six years and became an architect, but is unable to find a 
job. When Babyface returns to the neighborhood and learns of 
Dave’s situation, he says he’s glad he “ain’t a sap” like him. 
Babyface is the embodiment of the primitive egoistical business 
ethic that dominated the 1920s. He tries to teach the local kids how 
to fight dirty against rival gangs. When the kids say that would not 
be fair, Babyface is incredulous: “Fair! What’s fair? When you fight, 
you fight to win; and it don’t matter how.” Clearly, Dead End, like so 
many other thirties movies, was reinforcing viewers’ opposition to 
self-centeredness. 


But there is more to Dead End than most films with a similar 
message. Unlike such earlier productions as Public Enemy, for 
instance, it squarely places on society the responsibility for people 
“going wrong.” Dave complains that people like Babyface, who were 
once good kids, are labeled “enemies of society.” “Well, what do 
they have to be friendly about?” he asks. After Dave winds up in a 
fight with Babyface and shoots him, a policeman informs Dave that 
he will get a large reward. “You mean they’ll pay me for it?” he says 
in a tone of disgust, indicating that society was responsible for 
making Martin a criminal and now is willing to pay to eliminate 
him. As an architect, Dave Connell has an answer: build a new 
society, eliminate the slums and the social conditions that breed 
crime and make good kids go bad. McCrea was a drastically 
different leading man from Robinson’s Rico. The New Deal-style 
social consciousness of Dead End was evident in many thirties 
movies: The Great O’Malley (1937), Angels With Dirty Faces (1938), 
and the aforementioned Crime School (1938), to name a few.® 


Two Depression-decade directors stand out as the leading 
examples of those who glorified the traditional, moral American 
values and condemned the amoral spirit of the marketplace. Since 
their films have attracted so much attention and are often used by 
those who charge that American movies in the New Deal years were 
performing the conservative function of reestablishing the myths of 
American individualism, it is instructive to analyze the works of 
Frank Capra and John Ford. 


Early in the thirties, Frank Capra achieved great success with 
comedies in the “screwball” genre. The most notable of these was It 
Happened One Night (1934), which remains the only film ever to win 
all the major Academy Awards. Andrew Bergman notes in his 
history of thirties films that the “whackiness” in such films 
“cemented social classes.” Screwball comedy, he says, “was 
implosive; it worked to pull things together.” Up to a point, he is 
right. In It Happened One Night, a down-and-out newspaper reporter 
(Clark Gable) meets a runaway heiress (Claudette Colbert). Initially 
separated by their vastly different class backgrounds, the two go 
through a series of whacky episodes together and fall in love. In the 
end, her father advises her to forget her planned marriage to 
another rich man and go off with Gable. Surely there was nothing 
“class conscious” about such films. To dwell on this obvious fact, 
however, is to miss the point. Few would make the preposterous 
argument that rich people are inherently evil. What is far more 
important than social background is the set of values a person 
embraces. Most screwball comedies ridiculed not the rich per se, but 
their values. And they were often quite effective. The “implosion” 
that typically took place at the end of such movies consisted of the 
rich man abandoning his wicked, selfish ways and adopting the 
values of the “ordinary” people. 


Yet there is a critical difference between Capra’s films in the first 
half of the decade—the true screwball comedies—and his later 
movies. It Happened One Night, like Lady for a Day (1933), depicts 
kindhearted people of wealth and power making possible fantastic 
endings. Capra soon altered his course, claiming that a man who 


visited him criticized him for not making movies that would serve 
“God’s and humanity’s purposes.” For the rest of the Depression, 
Frank Capra tried to meet this challenge. The point of such 
productions as Mr. Deeds Goes to Town (1936) and Mr. Smith Goes to 
Washington (1939) was plain. The rich are powerful, as they were in 
the earlier movies, but they are no longer screwy, kind, and 
wonderful. On the contrary, they are the forces of evil, standing in 
the way of the people and their will. Some among the wealthy 
might be salvaged, but most were likely to remain opposed to the 
common people and common decency. There were still cases of the 
rich being good in the end, but now they began as ruthless, grasping 
plutocrats who had to be reformed—as in the case of Mr. Kirby 
(Edward Arnold) in You Can’t Take It With You (1938). And it 
happens only because he abandons his old, self-centered values and 
adopts those of cooperation. 


Capra equated traditional, rural American culture with goodness. 
The moral, naive common man—Gary Cooper as Mr. Deeds or 
James Stewart as Mr. Smith—is the hero, and the cynical, greedy 
urban businessman is the villain. But it was not quite as simple as it 
seemed. Capra did not contend that the “masses” or the “ordinary” 
people were automatically right. On the contrary, especially in Mr. 
Smith, it is clear that the common people can be misled by the forces 
of evil. While Capra generally indicated that good would prevail, 
there was nothing certain about it. In fact, the famous climax of Mr. 
Smith is ambiguous, but perhaps a bit more believable than the 
conversion of the plutocrat in You Can’t Take It With You. The 
convert to what is right in Mr. Smith is the corrupt Senator Paine 
(Claude Rains), not the truly sinister businessman, Jim Taylor (again 
Edward Arnold). Perhaps Taylor would have converted, too, after 
the film ended, but that seems unlikely. Rather, the messages Mr. 
Smith left with viewers were that good could triumph, but there was 
no certainty of it; that evil businessmen were still at large, and that 
if people wanted to achieve a more democratic society, they would 
have to continue to struggle toward that end. 


This was powerful stuff. Few people are unmoved by Senator 
Smith’s corny call for “plain, ordinary, everyday kindness, a little 
looking out for the other fella, loving thy neighbor.” Sentimental, to 
be sure, but not conservative. Anyone who has seen the affirmative 
reaction of an audience of college students in the 1980s to the 
climax of Mr. Smith cannot doubt the effect on Depression-era 
moviegoers. The response of modern students is an indication of the 
existence of a reservoir of humanitarianism below the surface of our 
culture, even in the cynical age of “looking out for number one.” 
That underground spring was bubbling at the surface during the 
Depression. Capra’s films were a reflection of it, not its cause. 


Frank Capra was one of the few leading directors of the later 
Depression who dealt with contemporary subjects. He reached into 
the revered past for the names—and characters—of his heroes 
(Longfellow Deeds, Jefferson Smith); the action, though, was in the 
present. John Ford, on the other hand, frequently set his stories in 
the American past. 


Ford’s liking for the American past and its mythical values is 
evident in Stagecoach (1939), a western that clearly reflected the 
values of the Depression. The characters aboard the stagecoach 
appear to be evil—an alcoholic physician, a gambler, a prostitute, 
an outlaw—but they all prove to be just, humane, compassionate 
people. The one character who is not a basically fair and benevolent 
person is, significantly, a selfish banker. Ellsworth Henry Gatewood, 
the banker, sounds like a spokesman for the Liberty League or the 
Republican party of the thirties. “And remember this: What’s good 
for the banks is good for the country!” Gatewood exclaims as he 
steals $50,000 from his own bank. “America for 
Americans! ... Reduce taxes! The national debt is shocking!” the 
crooked banker declares in additional obvious references to the 
1930s rather than the late nineteenth century in which the film is 
set. “What this country needs is a businessman for president!” 
Gatewood concludes. All of this is in sharp contrast to the values of 
the prostitute, Dallas (Claire Trevor); the outlaw, Ringo Kid (John 
Wayne); and Hickok, the whiskey salesman, who speaks of the need 


to practice “Christian charity, one for the other.” In the end, Ringo 
and Dallas are “saved from the blessings of civilization.” 


In 1940, Ford addressed contemporary social problems directly by 
bringing John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath to the screen. 
Although of course not as comprehensive or powerful as the novel, 
the movie does a remarkable job in presenting the moral economic 
values of the era. The values of compassion and sharing are evident 
repeatedly, as in the incident at the truckstop where the proprietor, 
waitress, and truck drivers all sacrifice to help the hungry Joad 
family—without letting the Joads know they are helping them. Tom 
Joad’s statement before he takes leave of his mother sounds almost 
like a verse from the Earl Robinson-Alfred Hayes ballad “Joe Hill.” 
“Well, maybe like Casy says, a fella ain’t got a soul of his own, but 
on’y a piece of a big one—an’ then it don’ matter. Then [ll be all 
aroun’ in the dark. I’ll be everywhere—wherever you look,” Tom 
tells Ma. “Wherever they’s a fight so hungry people can eat, Ill be 
there. Wherever they’s a cop beatin’ up a guy, I’ll be there....” The 
evils of egoism and the benefits of cooperation are repeatedly 
emphasized. 


The final “social” film of the Depression was Ford’s How Green 
Was My Valley, which won the Academy Award as best picture in 
1941. The adaptation of Richard Llewellyn’s novel is a beautiful and 
stirring document of working-class culture. The differences between 
the values of the Welsh coal miners and their employers are made 
plain. Mr. Morgan remarks that the mine owners will not take 
advantage of a surplus of workers to cut wages “because the owners 
are not savages. They are men, too, like us.” One of his sons 
responds: “Men, yes, but not like us.... They have power and we 
have none.” The answer, he says, is “a union of all men.” At another 
point in the film, Ianto denounces clergymen: “You make yourselves 
out to be shepherds of the flock and yet you allow your sheep to live 
in filth and poverty. And if they at times raise their voices against it, 
you calm them by telling them their suffering is the will of God.... 
Are we sheep to be herded and sheared by a handful of owners?” 


Different messages might be carried away from such films, but 
they plainly were rejecting the ethic of acquisitive individualism. In 
both The Grapes of Wrath and How Green Was My Valley, Ford was 
quite openly pleading for a society based more on cooperation. Yet 
some recent social critics have contended that Ford, as one of them 
(Richard Pells) puts it, “turned out to be the most conservative” 
director in the Depression era. Similar complaints have been raised 
about Frank Capra, of whom Pells says, “His was a faith more suited 
to the individualism of the nineteenth century than to the 
collectivist dreams of the 1930’s.” Such assessments are, I think, 
based upon two fundamental errors: the assumption that new is 
automatically better than old, and a misunderstanding of at least 
one meaning of “conservatism.” 


The former fallacy is an ironic one for a critic of American society 
to fall into. Scarcely anything, after all, is more American than the 
equations new = good and old = bad. The popularity of The Grapes 
of Wrath in both its forms, Professor Pells says with more than a 
little sadness, showed that among the American people there was 
“some deep yearning for the world as it had been rather than as it 
might become.” This misses the most crucial point. The yearning for 
the world as it had been—or as people liked to believe it had been— 
was the expression of hope for what it might become. Radical, 
revolutionary, and reform movements have often been based upon a 
myth of a “golden age” in the past. When in How Green Was My 
Valley Huw says: “It makes me think of so much that was good, and 
is gone,” the viewer is likely to feel sadness, but the film also builds 
up anger that the good life of yesterday has been destroyed. The 
result can be an increased desire to change things. In such ways, the 
myths of the past become the agenda for the future. This is to say 
that it was precisely because the myths about American culture were 
myths that they served a progressive rather than a reactionary 
function. People looked backward to see in front of them. 


The longing for an imagined golden age, for a feeling of security, 
for an identity, was evident in the thirties quest for a sense of place. 
As Professor Michael Steiner has pointed out, four of the five top- 


selling novels of the Depression decade—Gone With the Wind (1936), 
God’s Little Acre (1933), The Good Earth (1931), and The Grapes of 
Wrath (1939)—dealt with the search for security in history or on the 
land. (The fifth book, Dale Carnegie’s 1937 volume How to Win 
Friends and Influence People, certainly goes against the grain of the 
analysis offered here, and this may be a useful place to remind the 
reader that no claim is being made that everyone abandoned the 
mores of acquisitive individualism during the Depression. “Success” 
and “self-help” books were plentiful during the Depression, and 
750,000 copies of Carnegie’s volume were sold in its first year.) The 
past, like the ownership of a piece of land, offered a refuge for 
people distressed with the present and fearful of the future. A “sense 
of continuity with generations gone before,” John Dos Passos wrote 
in 1941, “can stretch like a lifeline across the scary present.” 


At first blush, films that provided such a sense of continuity 
certainly appear to have been performing a conservative function. 
But they were not. Robert Sklar hinted at the reason when he wrote 
that the young film producers of the thirties were “more deeply 
entwined with the values not of the American marketplace, but of 
traditional American culture.” The values that filmmakers 
emphasized were those of an older America, of returning to the 
cooperative portion of the paradoxical mixture of values in the 
American culture. Surely there was little in the films of the 
Depression (except, of course, in Our Daily Bread) that pushed 
collectivism. But there are, fortunately, more than the two options 
of “rugged individualism” or collectivism. What was evident in the 
films of Capra and Ford, as well as in many other Depression-era 
movies, was a call for a kind of cooperative individualism that 
recognized individuals could achieve a degree of independence and 
self-respect only by cooperating. “The 1930’s,” as historian Warren 
Susman has rightly said, “was the decade of participation and 
belonging.” There was a realization that “sticking together” was the 
way for ordinary people to keep from being oppressed. This was 
certainly very different from the Herbert Spencer-Ayn Rand sort of 
individualism, but it was the only way for most people to achieve 


meaningful independence. Through cooperation, working people did 
not become totally “free.” Rather, they became interdependent. 
Such a state restored one’s dignity and differed fundamentally from 
dependence upon people who were in a position to dominate. The 
last word on the Depression’s emphasis on _ cooperative 
individualism may have been a remark made by Danny Jordan 
(George Brent) at the end of Racket Busters, a less than outstanding 
1938 film: “You know, Nora, I’ve learned one thing from Pops in all 
this business: People like us, in order to make it, we gotta stick 
together.”7 


Evidence of many different types points to the conclusion that 
Americans during the Depression were returning to a set of values at 
variance with those of amoral individualism and the marketplace. 
But this shift was not evenly distributed across the American 
population. The working class appears to have been most imbued 
with cooperative values, but they also were clearly spreading along 
with the economic distress among the middle class. Most of the 
well-to-do, however, appear to have continued their adherence to 
the amoral marketplace. 


On one ethical issue after another, national polls in the thirties 
indicated that workers favored compassionate government policies. 
To cite but two examples: In 1935, 89 percent of the poor in a 
Fortune poll said they believed “the government should see to it that 
every man who wants to work has a job.” A plurality of the 
prosperous in the same survey rejected the idea. In 1936, 74 percent 
of the people polled in another national survey for Fortune favored 
free, government-supported medical and dental care for those 
unable to pay. 


Such national findings were dramatically confirmed in local in- 
depth studies of attitudes. For example, a 1936 survey of the 
attitudes of 600 Chicago residents found a marked “tendency for the 
middle income group to agree with the lower group on questions 
pertaining to the present distribution of wealth and influence,” a 
Public Opinion article reported. Two of the questions represent the 


trend. To the inquiry, “Are the things that wealthy businessmen 
want the government to do usually best for the country as a whole?” 
80 percent of the wealthy responded yes; only 20 percent of the 
lower income group and 23 percent of the middle-income group 
answered that way. When the 1936 Chicago sample was asked, “Do 
businessmen and people of wealth have too much influence in 
running the affairs of the nation?” 80 percent of the lower- and 69 
percent of the middle-income people said yes; only 7 percent of the 
wealthy agreed. 


The Chicago study, along with a similar one in Akron in 1938-39 
that I discuss in Chapter 13, and evidence from national polls and 
letters, shows that during the 1930s the values of moral economics 
were moving up the status ladder (or, perhaps more accurately, 
many members of the middle class were slipping down that ladder 
and coming to see their interests as being similar to those of 
laborers). As one of Mr. Roosevelt’s correspondents put it in a 1936 
letter, “If you will insist on a tax program that will actually 
redistribute the enormous and ill-gotten fortunes of this country, the 
plain people and the middle classes will certainly be with you.” The 
values of moral economics seem to have emerged among a majority 
of Americans only when distress touched a sufficiently large number 
of people that it could no longer be ignored. In the apt metaphor 
used by columnist Ellen Goodman, suffering had reached a “critical 
mass.” 


None of this is meant to suggest in any simplistic way that 
workers were “good guys” with only altruistic impulses and owners 
were greedy, evil people. Undoubtedly, many workers accepted the 
amoral values of classical political economy; certainly many of them 
had in the 1920s. It is equally certain that some in the owning class 
favored an economy in which morality played a larger role. The 
points are that the interests of the two classes were divergent and 
the Depression made the interests of working-class Americans more 
apparent to them and led many in the middle class to identify with 
those below them. We are speaking, in any case, of tendencies, not 
absolute groupings, and the tendency of the lower and middle 


classes toward a value system different from acquisitive 
individualism is clear. 


Most working- and middle-class Americans in the Depression were 
not socialists in any strict ideological sense, but certainly they were 
leaning to the left. All this talk about morality, fairness, equality, 
humanitarianism, compassion, and moral economics is, admittedly, 
rather amorphous; but that is how it is with popular values. They do 
not constitute a coherent ideology. Ideology among those who are 
not professional intellectuals is like vermouth in a good martini. A 
hint of it is essential, but too much will spoil the result. 


Americans in the 1930s may not have known much about 
ideology, but they knew what they liked—and what they did not 
like. Their rejection of greed, egoism, and the unfettered 
marketplace led them toward values through which they could 
“remoralize” the American economy and society. 
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programs on American values were profound. The “moral 

economic” values that we saw in the last chapter represented 
far more than an undercurrent in the mid-thirties. Particularly in 
1934 and 1935, they became visible in many ways at the surface of 
events. Although Franklin Roosevelt had ridden the upsurge of 
egalitarian-humanitarian values with great skill and had, in fact, 
helped shape those popular currents, the flood tide of demands for 
economic morality now threatened to submerge the President. 
Demands that the New Deal move further and more rapidly to the 
left arose from many quarters in 1934 and 1935. Among the most 
prominent sources of rumblings of discontent were the factory 
workers themselves. 


T he combined effects of the Depression itself and the New Deal 


The decline of unionization in the face of strenuous employer 
opposition during the prosperity decade had only been accelerated 
by the Depression. By early 1933, union membership had dipped to 
2 million, down from a high of 5 million thirteen years earlier. 
Throughout the decline, the American Federation of Labor had 
refused to take account of the changing technology that made 
laborers into something closely resembling the interchangeable parts 
of the assembly lines on which they worked. The majority of 
workers in mass production industries were no longer skilled, but 
the AFL continued to cater more to the declining number of 
craftsmen than to growing legions of mass production workers. 


As it always does, widespread unemployment caused a further 
drop in union membership. A 1933 letter written by Oluf, a friend of 
Russell Baker’s mother, explained why workers could not think 
about unions, high wages, or better working conditions in hard 
times: “... the War is over with, the good times is over with, them 
days we did seat a Price on ourself, but to day we just take what we 
can get and must be satisfact....” But section 7(a) of the National 
Industrial Recovery Act, with its putative guarantee for collective 
bargaining rights, provided new hope for effective organization. 
With the few exceptions noted earlier, however, that hope was 
dashed by early 1934. It was clear by then that few employers 
would allow unionization without a struggle. Yet 7(a) along with 
the New Deal in general had kindled a new spirit among many 
American workers. The smoldering coals burst into flame in 1934. 
Nearly 1.5 million workers took part in some 1800 strikes in that 
year. In some places the growing class conflict reached the point of 
open warfare. In several struggles unemployed workers joined 
picket lines. Previously, employers had been able to count on the 
needs of the jobless to induce them to become strikebreakers. It now 
seemed that a new class feeling was emerging. 


Minnesota was one of the most progressive states in the union 
during the 1930s. It was under the administration of the avowedly 
radical Governor Floyd Olson and the nation’s most successful third 
party, the Minnesota Farmer-Labor party (about which more 


shortly). Yet Minneapolis remained in 1934 an open-shop city. The 
Citizen’s Alliance, an employers’ association, reigned supreme. The 
city’s balance of power shifted in the summer of 1934. Led by a 
group of Trotskyite organizers, a Minneapolis local of the 
International Brotherhood of Teamsters won a bloody class battle. 
The victory was attained despite the employers’ persistent red- 
baiting, the strong opposition of the Teamsters’ national officials, 
and the brutal violence of the local police. 


The Minneapolis strikers prevailed because the city’s working 
class displayed a remarkable degree of solidarity. But it was not a 
cheap victory. In one battle alone, two workers were killed and 
sixty-seven were wounded. Many of the casualties were shot in the 
back. The bosses were playing for keeps, but so were the workers. 
They killed two members of a “Citizen’s Army” that the employers 
organized. Two years earlier at Dearborn and Washington, working 
people had allowed the representatives of the owning class to 
assault them. Now the workers were ready to fight back. An 
important change in attitudes had taken place. 


Bloodshed helped solidify the ranks of Minneapolis workers. 
When one of the slain laborers was buried, some 100,000 people, 
including almost all of the city’s organized workers and many 
middle-class residents, marched in the funeral procession. 
“Minneapolis truck drivers,” it was reported, “would just as soon 
crack a cop as drink a beer.” At one point in the struggle the police 
abandoned the downtown area and strikers took over the direction 
of traffic. Wealthy residents began to flee or dig in for the revolution 
they believed to be starting. In the end, the workers pressured 
Governor Olson to help win the strike. After an attempt to play both 
sides, Olson agreed to allow only genuinely essential goods to be 
transported. This action finally forced the employers to surrender. 
When news of the settlhement reached the workers, they filled the 
city’s streets in a twelve-hour victory celebration. 


The victory was well worth celebrating. The workers of 
Minneapolis had shown what a combination of class solidarity and 
class politics could achieve. The Minneapolis Central Labor Union 


had voted its support for a general strike. Almost all unions and a 
vast majority of the city’s workers had been united. Furthermore, 
some 5000 relief workers, as well as several thousand unemployed 
members of the Council of Workers, had joined the picket lines. 
Facing such a united working class, and lacking the accustomed 
backing of state military forces, the Minneapolis employers had 
little chance of winning. 


The general strike that was partially carried out in Minneapolis 
occurred full-fledged in San Francisco in 1934. It began among one 
of the most exploited groups of workers in the city—the 
longshoremen. Here again, conservative national leaders were 
repudiated by a union’s militant members. The West Coast members 
of the International Longshoremen’s Association (ILA) were so wary 
of their leaders that they held a rank-and-file convention early in 
1934. No paid officer of the union was permitted to be a delegate. 
The workers fixed their goals and passed a resolution requiring a 
full membership vote on all future agreements. To further show 
their distrust of the union officials, the members suspended the 
president of the San Francisco local of the ILA for being “too 
conservative.” Thus reorganized, the longshoremen early in May 
struck all ports on the West Coast, effectively closing most of the 
2000 miles of shoreline. Only in Los Angeles did strikebreakers 
make a significant dent in the shutdown. 


The employers had no intention of giving in. Large numbers of 
strikebreakers were imported. The scabs were safe enough on the 
protected docks. But striking longshoremen “patrolled like vultures” 
along the waterfront. When they caught a strikebreaker they kicked 
out his teeth and then laid his leg across a curb and jumped on it. 


The San Francisco longshoremen unanimously rejected an 
agreement the employers had persuaded the all-too-cooperative 
Joseph P. Ryan, president of the ILA, to sign. The city’s owning class 
then resorted to an old-fashioned Red Scare. Ignoring the unanimity 
of the laborers, businessmen blamed the trouble on Communist 
agitators. In the climate of 1934 such charges moved California 
laborers no more than those of Minnesota. Instead, the maritime 


workers, almost all of whom had joined the walkout, chose as 
chairman of their Joint Marine Strike Committee a previously 
unknown longshoreman named Harry Bridges. Bridges then, as 
later, faced constant charges of being a Communist. There is little 
evidence that he ever belonged to the party, but certainly he never 
hesitated to associate with Communists. Association was sin enough 
for the employers, but the workers of 1934 in San Francisco could 
not have cared less. Bridges spoke their language. 


The owners resolved to break the strike by force. A major battle 
was fought on July 5. Like a football game between Stanford and 
California, it attracted a large crowd of spectators. Refreshments 
were sold. Belying the carnival atmosphere, however, the entire San 
Francisco police force was on hand at the waterfront. The curious 
dispersed quickly when the shooting started. Workers swarmed into 
the area by the thousands. People fell in the streets, horses ran over 
them, blood spattered on buildings and pavement, skulls were 
cracked by nightsticks. Two workers were shot to death. And yet the 
laborers fought on as if their future depended on the outcome. To a 
large extent, it did, since the defeat of the strike would have left the 
longshoremen vulnerable to continued severe exploitation. 


Although the workers greatly outnumbered the police, their rocks 
and bolts could not match bullets and tear gas. The strikers finally 
had to retreat. “We cannot stand up against police machine guns 
and National Guard bayonets,” Bridges admitted. Still, the laborers 
refused to give up. The strike committee called for a general strike. 
The city’s labor council, dominated by conservative leaders, 
approached the idea gingerly. But working-class sentiment for a 
general strike was overwhelming, as was soon demonstrated at the 
funeral for the two dead laborers. The procession showed, one 
reporter observed, how false was the authorities’ claim that 
“everybody was against the longshoremen’s strike except a group of 
radicals.” “After the parade had started,” he declared, “no one with 
eyes could doubt that the masses of people were for the strike and 
defended it.” By the time the general strike began on July 16, 
almost every union in San Francisco had voted to join the walkout. 


Many had done so unanimously. Bay Area workers had come to see 
themselves as a class apart from their employers, with interests held 
in common. 


Many San Francisco businessmen welcomed the general strike as 
an opportunity for totally smashing the city’s labor movement. “This 
strike is the best thing that ever happened to San Francisco,” 
exclaimed one such stalwart. “It’s costing us money, certainly.... But 
it’s a good investment.” Some were fearful, however. One man on 
the scene offered Roosevelt aide Marvin McIntyre his “guess” that 
“the leading citizens of San Francisco probably have their wives out 
of town, and some of them are penned up in the Club which is up 
on the Hill.” He thought, in short, “that the thing [was] ... pretty 
much out of hand.” 


The strike was remarkably effective. A journalist described the 
city on the first morning of the shutdown: “No street cars were 
operating, no buses, no taxis, no delivering wagons except milk and 
bread trucks which were operated with the permission of the 
general strike committee. No filling stations were open, no theatres, 
no shops.” Many small storekeepers showed that elements of the 
middle class identified with the workers’ goals. Signs appeared in 
the windows reading: “Closed Till the Boys Win.” The only places 
where food could be obtained were nineteen restaurants that the 
strikers ordered to remain open for their own feeding. San Francisco 
was paralyzed. 


Class feeling ran high on both sides, but there was no more 
widespread violence. The general strike had been staged in part to 
protest the official violence of the preceding weeks. With mass 
nonviolence working so well, labor had no cause to resort to force. 
Nor, on the other side, could the police and National Guard be 
certain of a victory over such mass protest. Only federal 
intervention could have changed the picture, but Roosevelt did 
nothing, and the owners held back their forces. 


As it happened, the leadership of the general strike had passed 
from Bridges and the militant Joint Marine Strike Committee to the 
conservative Central Labor Council. Old-line San Francisco labor 


leaders had not been so foolish as to resist their members. They had 
gone along, reluctantly, with the general strike and their positions 
gave them the leadership. On July 19 the Central Labor Council 
voted by a narrow margin to accept a government arbitration plan. 
The general strike ended. Now it was the militant longshoremen 
who had to go along. Their courage, though, was rewarded three 
months later when the National Longshoremen’s Board reached a 
settlement very favorable to the union. The ILA gained almost 
complete control over the hiring halls on the waterfront, which had 
been the key issue. 


The outbreaks in Minneapolis and San Francisco were only the 
most dramatic episodes in a widespread class confrontation. The 
message was clear. Roosevelt had given workers hope; they did not 
intend to let the President, businessmen, or even their own union 
leaders stand in the way of fulfilling that hope.! 


Similar messages were reaching Washington along different 
frequencies. The 1934 elections have generally been seen as a great 
mandate for the New Deal. Democrats won 26 of 35 Senate races 
that year, raising their lead over Republicans in the upper chamber 
to 69-25 (there were also one Farmer-Laborite and one Progressive). 
Roosevelt’s party increased its strength in the House of 
Representatives from 313 to 322, while Republican membership 
dropped from 117 to 103. Progressives won 7 seats and Farmer- 
Laborites 3. This was the only time in modern American history that 
the party holding the White House improved its standing in 
Congress in an off-year election. Republicans were reduced to 26 
percent of the Senate seats and less than 24 percent of the House 
membership. Several prominent New Deal opponents were crushed, 
sometimes by previously obscure Democrats, such as Harry S 
Truman in Missouri. “A record number of votes for an off-year 
election ...,.” The New York Times declared, had “literally destroyed 
the right wing of the Republican Party.” 


In most respects the Times was correct in calling the 1934 results 
“the most overwhelming victory in the history of American politics.” 
But that victory was not wholly an endorsement of Roosevelt’s 
policies up until that time. Certainly the vast majority of voters 
demonstrated their preference for the New Deal over conservative 
Republicanism. When that was the choice, as was the case in most 
of the 1934 contests, the New Deal usually emerged victorious. But 
a closer look at some results from that year indicates that the 
electorate may have been giving its blessings more to economic 
morality than to the New Deal per se. In several states voters were 
given an opportunity to “send a message to Washington.” In those 
states and localities where the electorate was presented with a 
realistic alternative to the left of Roosevelt, the response pointed to 
a growing desire to see the New Deal move further toward a more 
equitable distribution of wealth and income. 


The congressional elections in 1934 saw victories by some thirty- 
five men who were clearly to the left of the President. Among them 
were Maury Maverick of Texas, Vito Marcantonio of New York, 
Ernest Lundeen of Minnesota, and Tom Amlie of Wisconsin. In New 
York City, Fiorello La Guardia, a nominal Republican with socialist 
leanings, had already been elected mayor in 1933. And across the 
nation in the state of Washington, a group favoring a production- 
for-use economy, the Commonwealth Builders, elected both of the 
state’s United States senators, one each in 1932 and 1934, three 
congressmen, and nearly half of the state legislators. In Utah the 
Reform Taxpayers’ League, a group advocating redistribution of 
wealth, dominated the legislature. Other states also showed signs of 
a trend to the left, but in three—Wisconsin, Minnesota, and 
California—the desire for policies more advanced than those the 
New Deal had thus far offered was unmistakable. 


Wisconsin had for thirty years been the most socially progressive 
state in the nation. The major symbol of Wisconsin progressivism 
had been the elder Senator Robert M. La Follette. Except for his 
third-party presidential campaign in 1924, La Follette and his 
supporters had remained within the Republican party. After the 


senior La Follette’s death in 1925 his two sons, Robert, Jr., and 
Philip, asserted hereditary claim to the leadership of Wisconsin 
progressivism. Young Bob had taken his father’s seat in the Senate. 
Phil had been elected governor in 1930, but was defeated in the 
1932 Republican primary. His defeat was the result of a massive 
switch of Wisconsin’s discontented into the Democratic and Socialist 
parties. The Grand Old Party was by this time plainly associated 
with the name of Herbert Hoover rather than with Bob La Follette 
and Teddy Roosevelt. Between 1930 and 1932 the number of 
Democratic votes in the state leaped from 17,040 to 131,930 and 
the Socialist ballots from 11,569 to 31,836. Rank-and-file 
progressives had abandoned the Republican party. But two more 
years passed before the La Follettes followed the lead of their 
constituency. Then, in the spring of 1934, they formed the 
Wisconsin Progressive party. 


On many points, the Progressive party supported the New Deal. 
Yet it was plainly on the left fringes of the Roosevelt coalition. Bob 
La Follette outlined his economic and social views in 1932. “I am 
not interested in trying to maintain the status quo in our economic 
life,” the young senator declared. “Devices which seek to preserve 
the unequal distribution of wealth now produced will halt the 
progress of mankind and, in the end, will retard or prevent 
recovery.” “We have created a great industrial mechanism,” La 
Follette continued. “It must be run so that its benefits will be more 
generously and widely distributed.” More like his father than the 
calm Bob, Phil La Follette was an active champion of the people. In 
his first term as governor, between 1931 and 1933, Philip La 
Follette proposed several schemes, such as unemployment 
compensation and farm loans, that foreshadowed the New Deal. The 
1934 Progressive platform denounced the existing economic system, 
with its “cruelty and stupidity.” 


The new party evoked immediate enthusiasm among the people of 
Wisconsin. Within less than one month 120,000 citizens had signed 
petitions to place it on the state ballot. This was some twelve times 
the number of voters needed for the purpose. Many old party 


politicians had thought the collection of so many signatures in such 
a short period of time would be impossible. The massive support for 
the Progressives soon convinced President Roosevelt to put one foot 
on the bandwagon. FDR endorsed Bob La Follette for reelection to 
the Senate, but opposed Phil’s bid to regain the governorship. 


Bob La Follette’s reelection to the Senate was no contest. He 
carried 66 of Wisconsin’s 71 counties, winning over 50 percent of 
the vote in 43 of them, against three opponents. Phil, however, was 
thought to have little chance of winning. Many voters were said to 
believe he was a bit “too full of ideas.” More importantly, Roosevelt 
was. backing Phil’s Democratic opponent. This seemed an 
insurmountable obstacle, but when the ballots were counted Philip 
La Follette had won back the governor’s chair. 


The governor’s radical rhetoric increased rapidly following his 
1934 victory. “We are not liberals!” Phil exclaimed. “Liberalism is 
nothing but a sort of milk-and-water tolerance.... I believe in a 
fundamental and basic change.” “I am a radical,” Governor La 
Follette insisted. “There is no alternative to conscious distribution of 
income,” he declared in 1935. At his inaugural he had said, “It is 
essential that we recognize the fact that this American principle of 
popular government, and the constitutions conceived to secure it, 
were not designed to sustain any particular economic system.” 


It is true, as Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., has noted, that Phil La 
Follette’s “mood was more radical than his program.” But that mood 
meshed with the attitudes of Wisconsin’s working people (and the 
values of many Americans elsewhere). The governor’s radical 
rhetoric helped persuade the Wisconsin Socialist party to merge into 
the Progressive party in 1935. La Follette’s move toward the left 
combined with Socialist support resulted in a dramatic increase in 
urban votes for the governor in 1936. His statewide margin of 
victory grew in that year, but the sharpest increases were in the 
urban counties with high concentrations of laborers. When 
Wisconsin workers were given the option of voting for a “major” 
party (the presence of the La Follettes made any party major in 
Wisconsin) to the left of the New Deal, they supported it rather than 


Roosevelt’s Democrats. These discontented Americans did not 
abandon the President, but their enthusiasm for the “radical” La 
Follettes leaves little question about which direction they wanted 
FDR to take.2 


The Minnesota Farmer-Labor party rose in the early 1920s out of a 
popular tradition of radical politics in the state. It added urban 
laborers to the farmers on whom such earlier groups as the Populists 
and the Non-Partisan League had depended. In so doing, the new 
party managed to elect two men to the United States Senate during 
the twenties. Floyd Olson, a Minnesotan who had grown up in 
poverty, gone to the University of Minnesota Law School, and 
become county attorney of Hennepin County (Minneapolis) in 1920, 
was the party’s unsuccessful gubernatorial candidate in 1924. By 
1930 the Depression ripened conditions for an Olson victory. He 
was elected governor by an outright majority in a three-way race. 
After he took office the nation’s first Farmer-Labor governor did 
little to push advanced social or economic programs. Although 
Olson believed that a growing desire for change existed, he thought 
it wise to avoid a sharp turn to the left until the people demanded 
it. But at some point during Olson’s wait for the people to catch up 
to him, they passed him. In order to avoid being turned out of office 
by discontented voters, the governor had to regroup in 1932. 


In the Farmer-Labor platform for that year, Governor Olson 
sought to rejoin his constituents by moving to the left. The platform 
declared that capitalism was “on trial for its life,” but did not yet 
convict the system. The specific planks were considerably more 
progressive than those in the Democratic national platform on 
which Franklin Roosevelt ran in the same year. Olson’s 1932 
rhetoric was also to the left of Roosevelt’s. In one 1932 speech the 
governor said capitalism was “steeped in the most dismal stupidity.” 
When conservatives in the state senate held up Olson’s relief bills, 
the governor issued a direct threat. “I shall declare martial law,” he 
warned. “A lot of people who are now fighting the measures 
because they happen to possess considerable wealth will be brought 


in by the provost guard. They will be obliged to give up more than 
they are giving up now,” Olson declared. “As long as I sit in the 
governor’s chair, there is not going to be any misery in the state if I 
can humanly prevent it.” “I hope,” Olson told a wildly cheering 
crowd, “the present system of government goes right down to Hell.” 


The governor’s prestige increased as he became more open in his 
criticism of the economic system. One conservative newspaper 
unhappily concluded in April 1933, “Floyd B. Olson is the idol of 
the hour. He can do no wrong.” The Minnesota governor mixed 
endorsements for some of Roosevelt’s policies (“A lot of things that 
used to be called socialism”) with criticism of the New Deal for not 
going far enough. If anyone still doubted Olson’s radicalism by early 
1934, the governor removed those doubts in his most famous 
speech. At the Farmer-Labor party’s convention in March, Olson 
gave the keynote address. “Now I am frank to say,” he declared, 
“that I am not a liberal. I enjoy working on a common basis with 
liberals for their platforms, etc., but I am not a liberal. I am what I 
want to be—I am a radical. I am a radical in the sense that I want a 
definite change in the system. I am not satisfied with tinkering, I am 
not satisfied with patching, I am not satisfied with hanging a laurel 
wreath upon burglars and thieves and pirates and calling them code 
authorities or something else.” “When the final clash comes between 
Americanism and fascism,” Governor Olson told the enthusiastic 
delegates, “we will find a so-called ‘red’ as the defender of 
democracy.” 


The mood of the 1934 Farmer-Labor convention meshed with 
Olson’s speech. The delegates adopted a platform that bordered on 
socialism. Although Olson later backed away slightly from the tone 
of the platform, there is no doubt that the people of Minnesota went 
to the polls in November 1934 believing that their choice was 
among Republicans, Democrats, and radicals. Olson won, and did 
especially well in working-class areas. 


Following his reelection, Olson continued his constructive 
criticism of FDR’s programs, but he suggested that what was needed 
was “not just a new deal, but also a new deck.” Olson toyed for a 


time with the possibility of a third-party presidential campaign in 
1936. The Minnesotan, however, was not on friendly terms with 
some of the other likely participants in the formation of a new 
party. When asked in 1935 about a national third party the 
following year, Olson said: “I think I’m a little too radical. Maybe Ill 
run for the Senate next year.” “How about 1940?” the interviewer 
asked. Olson grinned and replied, “Maybe by then I won’t be radical 
enough.” The Minnesota governor did consider a Farmer-Labor 
presidential campaign in 1936 premature. He criticized some 
“ritualists and leftists’ who, he said, wanted to elect a leftist 
president “before they even have one Labor alderman in New York!” 


Whatever Olson’s plans, he soon met an enemy more formidable 
than any politician. Cancer first slowed Olson’s pace in 1935, then 
killed him at the age of forty-four in August 1936. Although Olson’s 
death was a great disappointment to the downtrodden in Minnesota, 
the Farmer-Labor party did not expire with him. On the contrary, 
1936 saw the party achieve its greatest electoral successes. 
Minnesota Democrats withdrew from the gubernatorial contest in 
return for Farmer-Labor support of Roosevelt. Elmer Benson, the 
Farmer-Labor candidate for governor, crushed his Republican 
opponent by nearly 250,000 votes, more than a 2-1 margin of 
victory. Nor can this landslide easily be attributed to the Farmer- 
Labor alliance with Roosevelt. In twenty-seven counties, including 
Hennepin (Minneapolis), Benson ran ahead of the President. 


The 1936 Farmer-Labor sweep of Minnesota saw Ernest Lundeen 
join Henrik Shipstead in the Senate, party members win five of nine 
House seats (and lose another by less than 400 votes), and Farmer- 
Laborites win all but one statewide office. Taken together, these 
results indicate that while most Minnesotans supported President 
Roosevelt in the mid-thirties, many of them wanted more drastic 
change than the New Deal was producing.? 


The same message emanated from California in 1934. There 
another political path open to those who wanted meaningful change 


was tried. Instead of forming a third party, discontented Californians 
took over the Democratic party. 


Novelist Upton Sinclair, a Socialist most of his adult life, was 
persuaded by a group of Democrats to change his registration to 
their party and try to win its gubernatorial nomination in 1934. 
Sinclair had run for the office twice before, both times as a Socialist. 
The highest vote he had obtained under that party’s banner was 
60,000. He was now convinced to try another route. “Fifty percent 
of the people,” Sinclair reasoned, “are going to vote a certain ticket 
because their grandfathers voted that ticket. In order to get 
anywhere, it is necessary to have a party which has grandfathers.” 
So in September 1933, Upton Sinclair registered as a Democrat and 
published a little book with a long title, I Governor of California, 
And How I Ended Poverty: A True Story of the Future. The novelist 
described how he would be nominated and elected, and how as 
governor he would create a production-for-use economy in the 
midst of capitalist California. Sinclair predicted that he would 
totally eliminate poverty in the state in less than four years. 


Utopian? Of course. But perhaps overly optimistic would be a 
more fitting way to describe Upton Sinclair’s End Poverty in 
California (EPIC) plan. The profit system was unlikely to wither 
away rapidly, especially if its only opposition was in California. And 
poverty surely would not be conquered so quickly. But this does not 
mean that Sinclair was a crank, or guilty of fanaticism, as his 
political opponents and some later historians have charged. The 
ridicule to which the EPIC plan has often been subjected is without 
justification. Sinclair’s hopes may have been overly sanguine, but 
his methods were solid, sensible, and practicable. The poor people 
of California, at any rate, were impressed with the ideas of this 
scholar-in-politics. Sinclair’s ideas may, in fact, have been the 
closest political approximation to the dominant values of Depression 
America. 


The central feature of the EPIC plan was the concept of 
production-for-use. The profit system, Sinclair argued, had produced 
itself into depression. Under it, increased productivity was a curse 


rather than a blessing. The workers were not paid enough to buy 
what they produced. This condition led to unemployment, idle 
factories, idle farms, warehouses full of products that millions of 
people desperately needed, and ultimately to the unsettling 
spectacle of food being destroyed while people went hungry. 
Sinclair pointed to the absurdity of this and suggested a simple 
remedy. The state would take over the idle land and factories, and 
permit the unemployed laborers to use the land and machines to 
produce for their own needs. This, Sinclair contended, was a direct 
attack on the profit system. 


The Socialist-turned-Democrat proposed the establishment of land 
colonies to produce food for the unemployed and state factories to 
meet other needs. The products could then be exchanged in a self- 
contained system that he hoped would eventually undermine the 
capitalist world around it. All of Sinclair’s proposals were 
frightening to California conservatives, but the production-for-use 
economy was clearly the most dire threat. It amounted to the old 
concept of a “moral economy of provision” as opposed to the 
political economy of the free market. 


The EPIC program spread through California like an old-fashioned 
Awakening. I, Governor sold 225,000 copies in one year, making it 
at the time the all-time best-seller in California. Three subsequent 
campaign books brought the fourteen-month total of EPIC volumes 
to 435,000. EPIC clubs were formed throughout the state. There 
were almost 2000 of the organizations in existence by election day. 
The people who marked their ballots for Sinclair knew they were 
voting against the current economic system. Sinclair ran an open 
campaign, letting the voters know his opinions on all relevant 
subjects. He carefully spelled out what he would do if elected. The 
primary was not a referendum on the New Deal. All of the leading 
Democrats including Sinclair spoke highly of Roosevelt’s efforts. 
What the primary was is more accurately described as a referendum 
on whether the New Deal should move further to the left. This, in 
essence, was the question before voters in the 1934 races in several 
states. 


Two preprimary incidents showed the lengths to which Sinclair’s 
Democratic opponents would go to deny him the nomination. Justus 
Wardell, one of the other candidates, told a campaign audience that 
Sinclair had “defied the power of Almighty God.” Wardell asserted 
that Sinclair “had stood in the pulpit of a church and taken out [his] 
watch and said, ‘If there is a God, let him prove it by striking me 
dead within the next three minutes.’ ” The person quoted was, in 
fact, Sinclair Lewis, but such details mattered little to EPIC’s foes. 
Then, two days before the August primary, circulars began 
appearing all over southern California and in the Bay Area. 
Distributed mostly in front of churches, the leaflets presented a 
picture of Sinclair, side by side with a hammer-and-sickle flag. They 
urged “the Exploited Masses” to vote for Sinclair and said they were 
sponsored by the “Young People’s Communist League.” No such 
organization existed. It was soon discovered that the circulars had 
been ordered by the headquarters of Sinclair’s principal Democratic 
primary opponent, George Creel. No doubt the fabricated 
Communist endorsement hurt Sinclair at the polls. The same 
circular continued to appear throughout the general election 
campaign, even though EPIC people frequently pointed out its 
fraudulent nature. 


Some of the power of EPIC’s appeal was shown by the 350,000 
California voters who came into the Democratic party between the 
beginning of the year and July 1934. Many of these switches were 
due to Roosevelt’s popularity, but most of them appear to have been 
people wanting to vote for Sinclair in the primary. When the votes 
were counted Sinclair polled a higher total than any other Democrat 
in the state’s history. He won an absolute majority of the 
Democratic vote, even though eight other names appeared on the 
party ballot. 


Upton Sinclair emerged from his stunning primary victory as the 
clear favorite to become California’s next governor. The idea of 
production-for-use had won the minds of the state’s laborers, the 
unemployed, and a large part of the middle class. In September most 
Californians believed Sinclair’s election was “in the bag.” “Even our 


enemies,” Sinclair recalled, “conceded it; newspaper correspondents 
expressed their surprise at how leading businessmen gave up, saying 
there was no way to ‘stop Sinclair.’ ” The Democratic nominee’s 
friends even began calling him “Governor.” But Sinclair realized 
that the lies were only about to begin in earnest. 


The general election campaign against Upton Sinclair in 1934 set 
a standard for distortion and lies that was not equaled until the 
1972 presidential election. Indeed, the whole concept of using 
advertising techniques, false documents, huge sums of money, 
inaccurate or wholly fabricated quotations, guilt by association, and 
other “dirty tricks” was perfected in the 1934 California campaign. 
Sinclair’s novels were dissected, quotations taken out of context, and 
words snatched from the mouths of the author’s fictional characters. 
Such “evidence” convinced many Californians that Sinclair was an 
atheist, though he was actually a Christian socialist; that he was a 
free lover, though he was in fact a devoted husband; and that he 
was a Communist, though the only thing Sinclair and the 
Communists had in common was a mutual animosity. California 
business interests were deeply frightened by Sinclair. They spared 
no expense in trying to discredit him. Hollywood contributed to the 
anti-Sinclair campaign in three important ways. Major studios 
threatened to leave the state if Sinclair won. Movie executives 
applied pressure on stars to make statements against Sinclair. And 
the film industry issued several fake newsreels using unknown 
actors to portray Okies and people with putative Russian accents 
endorsing Sinclair. Actresses posing as widows appeared on other 
false newsreels, crying about what would happen to their savings if 
the Democratic nominee was elected. 


Sinclair was defeated, but it is clear that it was not the EPIC plan 
against which Californians voted. Rather, they voted against 
atheism, free love, and Stalinism. Moreover, some 879,000 
Californians voted for production-for-use despite all the lies about 
Sinclair. Actually the situation in September, when it appeared that 
Sinclair would sweep the state, was a more accurate reflection of 
how Californians felt about EPIC than were the November returns, 


coming after the all-out slander campaign. Some thirty EPIC 
candidates were elected to the California legislature while their 
leader owas losing the gubernatorial face.  Sinclair’s 
uncharacteristically self-effacing remark after the election—“If we 
had had a better candidate, we might have won”—was accurate in 
one sense. A less vulnerable candidate might have kept attention 
focused on the economic issue. 


The Sinclair defeat confirmed the leftward drift of American 
attitudes in another way. In order to win, the Republican, Acting 
Governor Frank Merriam, a _ lifelong arch-conservative, felt 
constrained to speak favorably of the New Deal, call for a thirty- 
hour workweek, and endorse the Townsend Revolving Pension Plan. 
Conservatives had to pose as progressives to have any hope of 
winning in the mid-thirties. The American political structure as a 
whole had tilted perceptibly leftward. 


In most of the 1934 elections in which plausible candidates to the 
left of Roosevelt appeared, they won. This was a firm indication of 
the direction in which many Americans, particularly those on whom 
Roosevelt’s political future depended, wanted to move. The votes for 
these candidates were not anti-Roosevelt votes—at least not yet. But 
the possibility that such voters would turn against the President if 
he did not produce more constructive change was a real one.4 


While Roosevelt brooded over the meaning of the worker and 
political uprisings of 1934, even more serious rumblings on the left 
were threatening him. The strikes, though widespread, were 
generally local in their individual manifestations. The important 
political challenges were confined to fewer than ten states. But three 
movements of national significance were growing stronger every 
day. 

Senator Huey P. Long, Father Charles E. Coughlin, and Dr. Francis 
Townsend developed immense followings in the mid-thirties. To 
some observers, their movements represented a frightening potential 
for fascism in Depression America. Others have insisted that the 
populist messages of Long and Coughlin, at least, are more properly 


seen as part of the growing strength at the opposite end of the 
political spectrum—part, that is, of the thunder on the left. 


The notion that these three leaders were gathering the storm 
troopers for a future fascist America began with contemporary 
liberals. Raymond Gram Swing, in several articles in The Nation and 
in his 1935 book, Forerunners of American Fascism, charged that 
Long and Coughlin were following in the footsteps of Hitler and 
Mussolini. Swing admitted that Townsend was not a fascist, but 
asserted that his movement was helping pave the way for a future 
demagogue to establish a _ right-wing’ dictatorship. This 
interpretation of the three movements has persisted in the work of 
liberal historians. Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., writing under the heading 
“The Dream of Fascism,” asserts that the “followers of the 
demagogues mostly came from the old lower-middle classes, now in 
an unprecedented stage of frustration and fear, menaced by 
humiliation, dispossession, and poverty.” “They came, in the main,” 
Schlesinger contends, “from the ranks of the self-employed, who as 
farmers or shopkeepers or artisans, felt threatened by organized 
economic power, whether from above, as in banks and large 
corporations, or from below, as in trade unions. To a considerable 
degree, they came from the evangelical denominations ... in sum, 
they seemed to represent Old America in resentful revolt against 
both contemporary politics and contemporary economics.” Alan 
Brinkley’s recent study of Long and Coughlin downplays the threat 
of fascism but agrees with Schlesinger that the movements were 
composed principally of “men and women clinging precariously to 
hard-won middle-class lifestyles; people with valued but imperiled 
stakes in their local communities.” 


Such interpretations miss one of the main points about the 
Depression’s effect on American values. As we have seen, the 
economic collapse slowly led many middle-class Americans to 
identify their interests with those of people below them on the 
economic scale. The Depression brought forth among middle-class 
Americans egalitarian and humanitarian values that they came to 
share with working-class people. In short, the distinction between 


the middle class and the working class in the United States—never 
very precise anyway—became extremely blurred in the Great 
Depression. Perhaps more important was that the common values 
this larger group of down-and-out Americans came to share during 
the Depression were more nearly those previously held by the 
workers than those of the middle class. 


As a young priest, Charles Coughlin was made pastor of a small 
parish in Royal Oak, Michigan, a suburb of Detroit. He was charged 
with building a shrine to the Church’s newest saint, Therese, the 
“Little Flower of Jesus.” The first obstacle confronting Coughlin was 
the activity of the Ku Klux Klan in the Royal Oak area. A burning 
cross greeted the new pastor. To combat the bigotry of the Klan, 
Father Coughlin sought permission to read his sermons on the radio. 
The religious program proved a quick success in heavily Catholic 
Detroit. For three years the “Radio Priest” entertained local 
audiences but remained unknown outside the Detroit metropolitan 
area. 


Then, in the fall of 1929, Coughlin decided to begin speaking on 
economic and social questions that had moved him since his college 
days. The priest obtained time on radio stations in Chicago and 
Cincinnati, greatly enlarging his audience. In 1930, Coughlin signed 
a contract with CBS and his sermons were delivered over a sixteen- 
station network. Father Coughlin’s first attacks, in early 1930, were 
against Communists. This was a safe subject, and the priest’s 
audiences continued to grow. Coughlin next became daring enough 
to switch from assaults on Bolsheviks to attacks on bankers. He then 
turned his developing fury on another easy mark, Herbert Hoover. 
In early 1932 the priest charged that the President was “the bankers’ 
friend, the Holy Ghost of the rich, the protective angel of Wall 
Street.” One such radio address against Hoover was said to have 
elicited 1.2 million letters to Coughlin from his listeners. 


The Radio Priest (a title that most Americans of the thirties would 
instantly associate with Coughlin) was now a force to be reckoned 
with in American politics. Coughlin developed his own network of 
26 stations from Maine to Colorado. (He had been eased out by CBS 


and refused time by NBC.) Father Coughlin was just about the 
biggest thing ever to hit radio. His audience was estimated at 30 to 
40 million. He attracted a larger audience than such radio favorites 
as Rudy Vallee, Gracie Allen, and Amos ’n’ Andy. Indeed, he had the 
largest regular radio audience in the world. No clergyman in history 
had ever before preached to such a following. The priest employed 
106 clerks and 4 personal secretaries to handle his mail, which 
averaged 80,000 letters per week. A poll taken by a St. Paul, 
Minnesota, radio station asked if people wanted to hear the priest’s 
program. The response was overwhelming: 137,000 said yes and 
400 said no. 


If the millions of people listening to Coughlin’s broadcasts were 
protofascists, America was in serious danger of losing democracy in 
the 1930s. But the thrust of the Radio Priest’s sermons in 1934 and 
1935 was quite distinct from fascism. Coughlin expressed the basis 
of his position in these years when he said: “I glory in the fact that I 
am a simple Catholic priest endeavoring to inject Christianity into 
the fabric of an economic system woven upon the loom of the 
greedy.” This remained his fundamental public position until at least 
1936. He frequently changed his specific panacea, but all were 
based on the idea of redistributing wealth through monetary 
manipulation. 


To Father Coughlin, international bankers ranked in the devil 
class right next to Communists. He even lumped the two together, 
saying capitalism and Marxism were “Siamese twins.” The potential 
for fascism in such statements is undeniable. In this sense, Coughlin 
was a forerunner of such later right-wing extremist groups as the 
John Birch Society and those who fear today that a Communist- 
banker-Jewish-internationalist conspiracy headed by the capitalist 
Baptist Rockefeller family is trying to seize control of the world. In 
addition, the priest sometimes made blatantly undemocratic 
statements. Speaking of his new organization, Coughlin told 
reporters in May 1935: “I am the Union for Social Justice. There are 
no representatives here.” A year later he affirmed: “If necessary, I 
shall ‘dictate’ to preserve democracy.” Yet a potential for fascism 


does not mean that this was the basis of Coughlin’s appeal in the 
mid-thirties. 

Coughlin’s arguments were simplistic but effective. He based his 
appeal on traditional American values, promised change, and 
personalized evil by offering his followers a group of villains they 
could hold responsible for their problems. When he lashed at the 
banking community Coughlin was striking a chord to which millions 
of Americans could respond in the thirties. But the economic 
problem went far beyond greedy financiers, and Father Coughlin 
demonstrated that he realized this. In December 1932 he declared 
that increased productivity without a proper distribution of the 
profits was the root cause of the Depression. Frequently the priest 
asserted that concentration of wealth was the nation’s most serious 
problem. Coughlin read his audience statistics claiming that the 
profits of the wealthy had “increased 66 percent between 1926 and 
1932, while wages and salaries dropped 60 percent in the same 
period.... What phrase shall we employ,” asked Coughlin, “to term 
this injustice other than ‘exploitation of the laboring class’?” 


In his early radio career Coughlin held that private property must 
be defended, but that its owners must accept their social 
responsibility. By 1934 he seemed to have changed his mind. 
“Capitalism,” the priest declared, “is doomed and not worth trying 
to save.” As an alternative Coughlin organized the National Union 
for Social Justice. Although the union never became a real political 
organization (in part because Coughlin loved power too much to 
delegate any of it), it was a powerful force in the mid-thirties. Being 
a member of the NUSJ meant little more than being a listener to 
Coughlin’s broadcasts. But the millions of Americans who embraced 
the organization’s principles were thereby endorsing the idea of 
“social justice,” not that of fascism. 


When the New Deal was six months old, Coughlin said that FDR 
ranked in the “American Hall of Fame” with Washington and 
Lincoln. The priest went so far as to term the New Deal “Christ’s 
Deal” and to state that the alternatives were “Roosevelt or ruin.” As 
time passed, however, Father Coughlin, like many of the nation’s 


workers, lost patience with Roosevelt and his New Deal. During late 
1934 and most of 1935, Coughlin’s statements on the New Deal 
bounced faster than a Ping-Pong ball. After charging that the 
administration was “wedded basically to the philosophy of the 
money changers,” the priest could still tell reporters: “I sincerely 
hope to be able to support Mr. Roosevelt again.” The seemingly final 
break came in November 1935, when Coughlin stated that the New 
Deal and the principles of social justice were “unalterably opposed.” 
The Communist-infiltrated New Deal, he said, was “a government of 
the bankers, by the bankers, and for the bankers.” Many of the 
priest’s followers deserted him after his vicious attacks on FDR, but 
Coughlin responded by increasing the offensive. 


By 1936, Coughlin had passed the peak of his popularity, 
although he was not prepared to admit it. He began to edge more 
toward fascism, and those who remained his staunch supporters 
much more nearly fit the lower-middle-class, protofascist 
description that Schlesinger and Brinkley have applied to his earlier 
followers. At the convention of the NUSJ held in Cleveland in 
August 1936, fanatical, emotional followers of the priest “indulged 
in cries, shrieks, moans, rolling of the eyes, and brandishing of the 
arms.” Some delegates spoke as if Coughlin were Christ come back 
to earth. Huge pictures of the cleric hung from the rafters. The 
ultimate came when a resolution was introduced “that we give 
thanks to the mother of the Reverend Charles E. Coughlin for 
bearing him.” 

Such a cult of personality was incompatible with democracy, and 
Coughlin’s popularity began to fall off. In 1938 the priest declared 
his support for the “corporate state” concept advocated by Benito 
Mussolini. His anti-Semitism now became open. By 1940, Coughlin 
was praising Adolf Hitler. All this has led many critics to use 
hindsight to argue that Coughlin’s appeal was a fascist one from the 
start and that his followers were from the background one would 
expect to spawn fascists: threatened elements of the lower middle 
class. Yet studies of the Radio Priest’s supporters have indicated that 
much of his backing came from a lower level and that his appeal 


was originally one essentially from the left, concentrating on “social 
justice.”5 


The same cannot be said so easily of the movement that grew up 
around Dr. Francis E. Townsend, a retired medical doctor who was 
sure that he had found a cure-all formula for America’s economic 
ills. Townsend had long been something of a utopian (Edward 
Bellamy’s Looking Backward was his favorite book), and he now 
believed he had uncovered the ticket to the promised land. In 
September 1933, Townsend wrote a letter to the editor of a Long 
Beach newspaper. In it he explained his “Cure for Depressions.” The 
response to Townsend’s letter was enormous. Within a few weeks an 
entire page of the newspaper was taken up each day with letters 
discussing Townsend’s idea. The good doctor was overwhelmed. He 
had planned no concrete action following his original letter, but 
Townsend quickly rose to the task. By January 1934, he had 
persuaded his former employer, Robert E. Clements, a real-estate 
dealer, to help him promote the plan. The two men, along with Dr. 
Townsend’s brother, formed a corporation, Old Age Revolving 
Pensions, Ltd. (OARP). 


The Townsend Plan, which the new corporation set out to 
promote, was disarmingly simple. It proposed to pay every 
American citizen over the age of sixty $200 each month, provided 
that he or she had never been convicted of a crime, agreed to give 
up all other income, and pledged to spend the $200 within thirty 
days. Townsend contended that his plan would end the Depression 
and benefit young as well as old. The aged would no longer compete 
with younger people for jobs, the economy would be stimulated by 
all the purchases the elderly would make, and everyone would live 
happily ever after. 


There was only one catch. Someone would have to pay for making 
every senior citizen a king or queen. Townsend’s proposal was for a 
2 percent “transaction tax,” a glorified sales tax that, the doctor 
said, would be fair because “it taxes everybody alike.” That was just 
the trouble. The tax would be extremely regressive. An enormous 
sum would be transferred to the one-eleventh of the population that 


was over sixty. The money would not come, though, principally 
from those who were already rich, but from the impoverished 
American consumers. In short, Townsend would help one poor 
group (the aged) at the expense of another (working-class 
consumers). The rich would be unharmed, the economy unhelped. 


The Townsend Plan was essentially conservative. Unlike Huey 
Long, or even Father Coughlin, Townsend never seriously proposed 
to soak the rich. He indicated no desire to challenge the basic tenets 
of capitalism. “We believe that the profit system is the very 
mainspring of civilized progress,” OARP leaders said. (They were 
not lying. Robert Clements demonstrated his own dedication to 
profit by making a small fortune out of the activities of the 
Townsend Plan, which he fondly called “the racket.”) 


Townsend offered the American middle class—particularly its 
older members—a panacea, and he presented it in terms that they 
could understand. It was very attractive. A married couple, both 
over sixty years of age, would be given $4800 a year. What this 
meant can be fully appreciated only when it is realized that 87 
percent of all American families had annual incomes below $2500 
in 1935. That fact in itself indicates the plan was unworkable. 


The Townsend Plan had the distinction of being opposed by the 
Liberty League, the Socialist party, the Communist party, the 
National Association of Manufacturers, and the American Federation 
of Labor. Professional economists were as nearly unanimous as they 
have ever been in their opposition to the plan. Its annual cost would 
have been 50 percent more than the combined budgets of all 
American governments—federal, state, and local—had been in 
1932. The sum Townsend proposed to pay to the aged was one-half 
of the national income for 1934. A sales tax that would have 
provided sufficient revenue for Townsend’s scheme would have 
amounted to an 80 or 90 percent increase in the final price of 
consumer goods. The greatest fallacy of the Townsend Plan was the 
belief that the economy could be balanced through a redistribution 
of income among the poor. If the plan had been financed through a 
tax on wealth, instead of one on consumption, a scaled-down 


version might have been feasible. But recovery could never be 
brought about, as the New Deal’s own social security program 
would show, by taking from one disadvantaged group to give to 
another. 


All of this mattered little to the plan’s followers. The sandcastles 
that Dr. Townsend built were very pretty and his movement 
flourished. Public sentiment was ripe for a plan to aid the aged. 
When asked in December 1935 whether they favored government 
old-age pensions for needy persons, a whopping 89 percent of a 
cross section of Americans answered affirmatively. The response to 
the Townsend Plan was phenomenal. In 1936, Townsend Club 
leaders claimed a nationwide membership of 3.5 million. In only 
three months Townsendites collected over 20 million signatures on 
their petitions. This represented one-fifth of the adults in the United 
States. No other cause in American history has ever obtained so 
many signatures on its petitions. Two 1936 public opinion surveys 
showed even greater support for the doctor’s scheme. Approximately 
one-half of the Americans surveyed early in 1936 favored the plan. 


The multitudes who followed Dr. Townsend were not, for the 
most part, the same people who participated in the other 
movements discussed in this chapter. The Townsendites were, first 
of all, old. The overwhelming majority of those who were active in 
the movement stood to benefit directly if the plan was enacted. Most 
young people were uninterested in the Townsend scheme. Even 
more significant than the age of the participants were their 
predominantly middle-class origins. They came from the ranks of 
the self-employed—small businessmen and farmers—with some 
skilled workers, but very few unskilled workers and very few 
wealthy individuals. 


The Townsendites were, in a word, respectable. Most were 
reported to want a more reputable candidate than Huey Long. 
Townsend meetings always contained heavy doses of patriotism and 
religion. Townsend conventions were attended by elderly, Bible- 
toting prohibitionists. The first resolution passed at the first 
Townsend convention in 1935 was a rule against smoking in the 


auditorium. Townsend speakers showed their bourgeois values when 
they said the plan would “make jobs for young people and take 
them out of their cigarette-smoking, whiskey-drinking, road-side- 
petting hell of idleness.” If anyone had conducted a survey to see 
just how many of the young wanted to be rescued from this inferno, 
its results were not announced. 


The Townsend Plan was the least radical of the major panaceas 
offered the American people in the thirties. It is, therefore, 
unsurprising that its appeal was to a higher point on the 
socioeconomic scale than were those of Long and Coughlin. The 
Townsend Plan marked the stage of discontent that many middle- 
class people had reached by the mid-thirties. Their unrest was 
“based on the essential fact that there [was] ... in this country 
enough to provide a comfortable living for everyone.” As unhappy 
as many Americans below them on the social scale, the middle-class 
Townsendites were not yet prepared to go as far.® 


The popularity of Huey Long’s calls for radical redistribution of 
wealth and income was the most striking example of the widespread 
thunder on the left of the mid-1930s. Senator Long was a man who 
evoked extreme emotions of love or hate. The controversy has 
continued in historical scholarship. Only in the last two decades 
have more objective studies of Long appeared. Even today, however, 
neutrality on the subject of Huey Long remains elusive.” 


Huey Pierce Long, Jr., was reared in a large farm family in the hill 
country of north-central Louisiana. Huey’s father was something of a 
radical. “There wants to be a revolution, I tell you,” the old man 
said in 1935. “I seen this domination of capital, seen it for seventy 
years. What do these rich folks care for the poor man? They care 
nothing—not for his pain, his sickness, nor his death,” the senior 
Long continued. “Maybe you’re surprised to hear me talk like that. 
Well, it was just such talk that my boy was raised under.” Such 
sentiments were not unusual in the Louisiana hill country. The 
region had been a center of Populist strength in the 1890s. Fifteen 
years later, the hill country was strong for the Socialist party. In 


1912, Long’s home parish (county), Winn, cast 35.5 percent of its 
presidential votes for Eugene Debs. 


Young Huey Long adopted the radicalism of his neighbors. In 
1918, at the age of twenty-four, Long wrote a letter to the New 
Orleans Item in which he asserted that “about sixty-five or seventy 
percent of the entire wealth of the United States is owned by two 
percent of the people.” With “wealth concentrating, classes become 
defined,” he said, “there is not the opportunity for Christian uplift 
and education and cannot be until there is more economic reform.” 
Already, Huey Long favored a redistribution of wealth. 


The program Long offered the electorate when he _ ran 
unsuccessfully for the governorship in 1924 and successfully four 
years later was aimed at the poor, discontented farmers of upland 
Louisiana and the smaller number of industrial workers in the state. 
Long appealed, in fact, to the same groups that had supported 
populism and socialism. A sociologist who studied Louisiana voting 
patterns has found a strong correlation between the votes for the 
Populists, the Socialists, and Huey Long. There is no question that 
Long’s Louisiana supporters came predominantly from the ranks of 
the poor, both farmers and industrial workers. Long’s election was 
largely the result “of a rising tide of opposition to intolerable 
economic and social conditions.” Huey Long was in two critical 
ways unlike most southern politicians who appealed to the poor in 
election campaigns. First, he did not sell out to “the interests” when 
he took office. Long did more for the underprivileged people of 
Louisiana than had any other governor in the state’s history. He 
vastly improved education, taxation, roads, medical care, and public 
services. The second way in which Long differed from other 
southern “populists” was the nearly complete absence of racism in 
his public statements. 


Absolute power in Louisiana was not Huey Long’s goal. It was 
merely a means to his real end: the presidency of the United States. 
Long entered the national political arena by winning a seat in the 
United States Senate in 1931. After solidifying his control of 
Louisiana, Huey went to Washington in 1932. He campaigned 


effectively for Franklin Roosevelt in the fall, but broke with the new 
President soon after the latter took office. Early in FDR’s presidency 
Huey Long told some of his Senate colleagues: “Men, it will not be 
long until there will be a mob assembling here to hang Senators 
from the rafters of the Senate. I have to determine whether I will 
stay and be hung with you, or go out and lead the mob.” In another 
speech Long told the Senate that he would steal if he saw his family 
starving. “Unless we provide for redistribution of wealth in this 
country,” he declared, “the country is doomed.” 


By early 1934 the Louisiana senator saw the New Deal as a 
complete failure. “Not a single thin dime of concentrated, bloated, 
pompous wealth, massed in the hands of a few people, has been 
raked down to relieve the masses,” Huey complained. In order to 
pressure Roosevelt to move to the left (and, much more than 
coincidentally, in order to advance his own presidential ambitions), 
Long organized the Share Our Wealth Society in February 1934. The 
organization’s appeal was the same one Long had been using all 
along. He had written to supporters in 1933, pointing out, “I 
announced when I came here that I had taken my place in the 
Senate for one main purpose, which was to break up the swollen 
fortunes of America and to spread the wealth among all our 
people....” Long was fighting, he said, “only along the line that in 
the land of too much to eat and wear, everyone should be happy.” 
“The only thing in the way,” the senator insisted, “is a few who 
have more than they need, just to have their vanity and greed 
satisfied.” Later in 1933, Long started a national newspaper, The 
American Progress. In a letter announcing the new journal, the 
Kingfish (a name Long took from a scheming character on the Amos 
nn’ Andy radio show) continued his arguments on redistributing 
wealth. “We must fight,” Long told his followers, “to avoid the 
country being opened up on a basis of mere economic slavery for 
the masses, with the ruling classes greater in power and standing 
than ever.” Like Father Coughlin, Senator Long employed the device 
of personifying evil. Long described the rich as “pigs swilling in the 


trough of luxury.” Such terms made it easier for Long’s followers to 
visualize the enemy. 


The basic thrust of the Share Our Wealth program was the 
promise to limit the size of fortunes to the degree necessary to 
provide a $5,000 estate for each “deserving family” in America. 
Long was not in favor, he said, of “leveling.” “We do not propose,” 
he wrote in his Share Our Wealth pamphlet, “to guarantee the same 
income to everybody, but by limiting big fortunes and the hours of 
toil, we do propose a comfortable living for all.” Just what the limit 
on wealth would have to be remained undecided. In a February 
1934 radio speech, Long suggested that $50 million might prove a 
workable limit; but he added, “It may be necessary, in working out 
the plans that no man’s fortune would be more than $10,000,000 or 
$15,000,000.” A paragon of reason, Huey did not seek to take away 
anything the rich needed. He would, in fact, leave them “all the 
luxuries they can possibly use.” He proposed merely to confiscate 
through income and inheritance taxes and an annual capital levy, 
that for which the rich had no legitimate use. Long told his 
followers that “the same mill that grinds out fortunes above a 
certain size at the top, grinds out paupers at the bottom.” 


Long’s figures on the size of fortunes that could be left untouched 
were grossly unrealistic. The surplus wealth of the nation’s rich— 
while immense by individual standards—was in the aggregate not 
nearly as great as Long (and most Americans) thought. A study in 
1935 estimated that if all wealth in excess of $1 million were taken 
and given to those with assets of $5000 or less, there would be 
enough to grant each poor family only $400. Another study 
suggested that the sort of really drastic “leveling” Long had 
disavowed would be necessary to give every family a $5000 estate. 
To accomplish this, it would be necessary to allow no family to have 
more than $7500, a far cry from the senator’s suggestion of $50 
million. 

Yet none of this mattered much. Most people were not interested 
in the details (particularly if they brought up unpleasant realities). 
The plan was simplistic, to be sure, but it did begin to address the 


largest economic problem in America. The general idea that Long 
enunciated was in tune with the values of millions of dispossessed 
Americans. A contemporary writer said that the SOW program 
“coincides pretty accurately with the aspirations and interests of the 
common man and, if accepted as sincere and feasible, is calculated 
to muster an enormous volume of popular support for the Kingfish.” 
That great support was evident almost everywhere. “Every person in 
the United States who can read, and many who can’t,” one of Long’s 
most vocal opponents admitted in early 1935, “know at least 
vaguely who Huey Long is and what he is driving at.” 


It is doubtful that everyone knew about SOW, but the statistics of 
the movement were extremely impressive. In February 1935, only 
one year after its founding, SOW officials announced that there were 
27,000 clubs in operation. Long’s files contained nearly 8 million 
names. Mail poured into Long’s Senate office in unprecedented 
quantities. An average of 60,000 letters a week arrived in April 
1935. And during one of the Kingfish’s verbal assaults on Roosevelt, 
Long received over 30,000 letters each day for twenty-four 
consecutive days. 


Of such facts are the sleepless nights of presidents made. In the 
summer of 1935, the Democratic National Committee conducted a 
secret poll on Long as a possible third-party presidential candidate. 
The Democrats were shocked to learn that between 3 million and 4 
million Americans might vote for Long and wealth-sharing. Even 
more disturbing to New Dealers were the indications that Long had 
strong support in the midwestern Farm Belt and in the industrial 
regions along the Great Lakes (12.5 percent) and even the Pacific 
coast (12.1 percent). The 1935 poll showed that Long could 
command a minimum 100,000 votes in New York. It was reported 
separately that he might have obtained 250,000 votes in Ohio. Such 
a Long candidacy could throw the election to the Republicans. This 
was a fate Franklin Roosevelt did not want to see befall his 
countrymen. The President was already engaged in a secret war 
against Long. The White House offered encouragement to the 
senator’s opponents in Louisiana, denied patronage to Long’s 


supporters, secured the help of other southern senators in attacking 
Long, and even had the Justice Department and the FBI investigate 
the possibility of sending troops into Louisiana to “restore 
republican government.” 


Particularly notable in the results of the 1935 secret survey were 
the indications about Long’s followers. Among those on relief, 16.7 
percent voted for Long, compared to only 7.8 percent among those 
not on relief. Again it is clear that the Long appeal, like that of 
Coughlin, was mainly to the lower reaches of the socioeconomic 
scale. 


Long maintained that a fairer distribution of wealth would 
strengthen capitalism. When a liberal writer said that it appeared as 
if Huey wanted to save the rich people he always criticized, Long 
replied: “That would be one of the unfortunate effects of my 
program. I’d cut their nails and file their teeth and let them live.” 
The basis of Long’s wealth-sharing belief—that “there is enough, 
yea, there is more than the entire human race can consume, if all 
are reasonable’—was a_ production-for-use economy. National 
opinion surveys confirmed that a majority of poor Americans had 
come to favor ideas similar to Long’s. The 1935 and 1937 Fortune 
polls mentioned in the preceding chapter, which showed the poor 
opposed by a 2-1 margin to allowing people with investments worth 
over $1 million to keep them, and a sizable majority of the poor 
favoring “a policy of taking money from those who have much and 
giving money to those who have little,” left no doubt that there was 
a large potential constituency for Long. 


One of Long’s followers in Arizona used phrases similar to those 
employed by countless others when he called Louisiana “a real 
democracy.” Long, he said, had “lifted Louisiana from the mud of 
indecent, shameful exploitation by the rich, to a high level of 
civilization.” Yet if there was one thing that Louisiana certainly was 
not while Huey Long was in charge, it was a democracy. He was, 
quite simply, a dictator—a popular one who remained dependent 
upon public approval, but a dictator nonetheless. Long made a 
mockery of legislative processes, openly telling state lawmakers 


which bills passed and which were rejected. Although he did much 
good for the downtrodden people of Louisiana, his methods cannot 
be excused. Once we begin to allow worthy ends to justify repulsive 
means, democracy is on its way out. It is safe to speculate that a 
Huey Long presidency would have been a disaster for the United 
States. 


By 1935, Long was making it plain that he was likely to support 
an independent presidential candidate the following year. His 
apparent plan was to siphon enough votes from Roosevelt to elect a 
Republican in 1936. Long believed that things would get so bad 
under a Republican administration that the people would turn to 
him in 1940. The Kingfish would be only forty-six when the new 
decade began, so there seemed to be plenty of time. 


There was not. Before Long’s last book, My First Days in the White 
House, could reach his public, an assassin’s attack ended any 
possibility that fiction might become fact. As Long stood talking to 
aides in a corridor of the Louisiana Capitol in Baton Rouge on the 
night of September 8, 1935, Carl Weiss, a young physician who saw 
Huey as a tyrant and whose father-in-law had been wronged by the 
Long political machine, walked up to the senator and shot him with 
a pistol. Long’s bodyguards responded by emptying their guns into 
Dr. Weiss. His body was riddled with more than thirty bullets. The 
senator had been struck by only one shot, under his ribs. He was 
taken to a nearby hospital and remained conscious until he was 
operated on two hours later. Although the operation took place with 
various politicians and Long hangers-on crowding the room, it 
seemed to be successful. The surgeon, however, had failed to check 
for damage to Long’s kidney, and it later became apparent that 
internal hemorrhaging was continuing. Too weak to withstand 
another operation, Huey Long grew steadily weaker; within two 
days he was dead.8 


If there was all this discontent on the left in the mid-1950s, it is 
reasonable to ask why the nation did not move further in that 
direction. There are several answers, the most fundamental of which 


was Offered by Norman Thomas: “It was, in a word, Roosevelt.” 
There were also, however, other factors in the failure of the left to 
accomplish more during the Great Depression. 


The number of people attracted to one or more of the “radical” 
schemes or leaders was immense. Surely there was some overlap in 
the followings of Long, Coughlin, Townsend, Sinclair, Olson, the La 
Follettes, and other left-leaning leaders and organizations. Yet the 
principal leaders appealed to different groups and won their greatest 
number of adherents in different sectors of the population: Long in 
the South and rural areas, Coughlin in the Midwest and Northeast 
and among Catholics, Townsend on the Pacific coast and among the 
elderly. To a considerable extent the membership in these 
movements was additive. If they were, as some critics called them, 
the “lunatic fringe,” then that fringe was approaching majority 
status in 1935. 


Accordingly, it was the possibility that the demagogues and 
leftists would unite that struck fear into the hearts of Roosevelt 
administration political strategists. That danger was never very 
great. Although they were all—with the partial exception of 
Townsend—pointing toward essentially the same set of values, the 
leaders could never have effectively joined forces. A comment labor 
historian Edward Thompson made about English radicals a century 
earlier applies to their American counterparts during the Great 
Depression: “The greatest cause of Radical disagreement was sheer 
vanity.” Such men as Huey Long and Charles Coughlin were 
addicted to public adulation. Leaders who so loved the limelight 
were completely incapable of subordinating their personal 
ambitions and vanity to a greater cause. 


Here the largest problem facing the American left in the Great 
Depression becomes apparent. The values upon which a movement 
for more fundamental change could have been built were 
increasingly popular, but no organizational structure existed to 
translate the changed attitudes into political power. Hence the 
politics of economic morality became personalized and fell by 
default to flamboyant leaders who were skilled radio speakers. Long 


and Coughlin could influence huge numbers of listeners, but they 
asked little of them other than to listen, write letters, and send 
money. This was no way to build an effective organization. It 
involved large numbers of people, but it left discontent passive 
rather than making it active. For this reason, the Share Our Wealth 
clubs and the National Union for Social Justice remained little more 
than “glorified mailing lists.” They were unable to generate effective 
political organizations. 


The state political movements to the left of the New Deal 
demonstrated the possibilities when genuine, effective political 
organization was combined with a commitment to the values of 
moral economics. Although the personalities of Floyd Olson, Upton 
Sinclair, and the La Follettes were important factors in their 
movements, the ideals were larger than the men. The same could 
not be said of the Long and Coughlin movements. 


If conflict among the prima donnas made unity of the dissenting 
national movements impossible, this did not mean that the followers 
were in fundamental disagreement. In some respects, it might seem 
that the groups were incompatible. As Alan Brinkley has noted, 
Huey Long spoke in the populist-fundamentalist language that 
denounced self-indulgent sinners, while Charles Coughlin exploited 
the urban Catholic view of greedy but puritanical money 
manipulators. Despite this remarkable divergence, most followers of 
the demagogues believed that their messages were similar. And in a 
more basic sense they were. In their symbols, images, and values, 
the men associated with the “thunder on the left” were making 
similar noises. The sounds were pleasing to the ears of multitudes of 
Depression-era Americans. 


Yet even in those states where effective political organizations 
were formed, an insurmountable obstacle beyond personal vanity 
prevented the launching of a powerful national political 
organization on the left. The bulk of those who were attracted to the 
groups and leaders on the left also liked Franklin Roosevelt, at least 
most of the time. All of the leaders discussed in this chapter faced 
this problem. Several of them—the La Follettes, Sinclair, Coughlin— 


tried at times to associate themselves with the President while 
staking out ground to his left. Huey Long more openly broke with 
the President and then saw his popularity fluctuate inversely with 
that of FDR. When Roosevelt was most popular in 1933 and early 
1934, Long’s prestige suffered a decline. When doubts about 
Roosevelt’s commitment to moral economic values rose in late 1934 
and early 1935, Long’s strength returned. This relationship was 
perfectly summed up by a Montana man who wrote to the President 
early in 1935: “Huey Long is the man we thought you were when 
we voted for you.”? 


When such danger of massive defections from the New Deal arose, 
Roosevelt had the inestimable advantage of controlling the largest 
organization of all—the federal government. He was in a position to 
win back wavering supporters by taking new actions demonstrating 
his adherence to the popular values. This he did with the “Second 
New Deal” of 1935. 
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that President Roosevelt would move toward reconciliation 

with business and that reform was virtually at an end. As it 
turned out, this was precisely the opposite of what happened during 
the next two years. The fundamental reason for Roosevelt’s shift to 
the left in 1935 is clear. His constituents had already turned in that 
direction and it was politically necessary for the President to move 
to catch up with his followers. Roosevelt was many things— 
patrician, optimist, stamp collector, sailor, among others—but above 
all he was a politician. He rarely, if ever, made a decision without 
first thrusting a damp finger into the political wind. In 1934 and 


E arly in 1935, Time magazine said that all indications were 


1935 that wind was building up into a gale that no political leader 
could long ignore. It forced Roosevelt to tack desperately to the 
leeward in order to keep afloat. 


The luxury of consensus government was one of the many 
privileges that President Roosevelt enjoyed, but he finally had to 
give it up. As late as the election of 1934, FDR was still aiming for 
the middle, speaking of “10 to 15 per cent of people” on each 
extreme who opposed the New Deal. Just before the election, the 
President addressed the American Bankers Association convention. 
It was an attempt to placate business opposition. Roosevelt told the 
bankers that he sought an alliance of major interests in the country, 
including bankers and government. He pledged to reduce large 
expenditures as soon as business revived. At the last minute, FDR 
altered his text, saying, “That is what we call and accept as a profit 
system.” He emphasized “and accept as,” his addition to the speech. 
The bankers were especially pleased with this, and they gave the 
President a tremendous ovation lasting for several minutes. The 
treaty between Roosevelt and the bankers proved to be of short 
duration, though. 


There were, to be sure, pressures from both sides in 1934, but the 
direction in which Roosevelt must turn was clearly to the left. One 
reason was that businessmen deserted him before he gave up on 
them. In the dark days of 1933 few captains of industry dared to 
oppose the dynamic new President. Their own prestige was 
shattered; his was rising rapidly. At the very least they remained 
neutral in thought and deed. Many went beyond and cheerfully 
joined in the alliance FDR offered them. The Economy Act, the 
Emergency Banking Act, and the NRA were generally pleasing to 
business interests. 


Other parts of the legislative barrage in the Hundred Days were 
greeted with less enthusiasm, but little open opposition to Roosevelt 
surfaced until early 1934. Then, however, the combination of the 
proposed stock exchange legislation and temporary transfer by the 
President of air mail concessions from private carriers to the Army 
Air Corps led to the first loud cries of “communism.” Since the 


President himself was too popular to attack directly at this point, 
early salvos were aimed at his advisers. Some businessmen saw in 
every professor advising Roosevelt a Communist or, at best, an 
impractical visionary. The “Brain Trusters’—by now a generic term 
for all New Dealers, or at least those whom one did not like—were 
lashed at unmercifully. Opponents portrayed them as power-hungry 
bureaucrats, carrying the country down a high-speed route to 
totalitarianism. In the summer of 1934 conservative opponents of 
the New Deal decided the time had come to end some of the 
suffering—their own. As John J. Raskob put it, big business must 
“organize to protect society from the suffering it is bound to endure 
if ... no one should be allowed to get rich.” With such an 
understanding of what it meant to suffer, a number of wealthy men 
launched the Liberty League. 


The nucleus of the Liberty League was formed by the same group 
—Raskob, the Du Ponts, and other backers of Al Smith—who had 
long sought to turn the Democratic party toward conservatism and 
switch the tax burden from the rich to the poor and middle class. 
Jouett Shouse, a corporation lawyer and former congressman closely 
associated with Raskob, was named chairman. These men had 
plotted in 1932 to block Roosevelt’s nomination. They were, in 
short, not people who had ever been friendly to FDR or to 
progressive causes. Their organization quickly became the center of 
attacks on the New Deal from the right. The league professed to be 
especially concerned with alleged violations of constitutional rights. 
It labeled the AAA a “trend toward Fascist control of agriculture,” 
the National Labor Relations Act “unconstitutional,” and relief and 
old-age pensions “the end of democracy.” It soon became apparent 
that the only liberty sought by league members was that of the rich. 
As Senator William Borah pointed out, they must have been so 
impressed by the Constitution because “they had just discovered it.” 


It would be a mistake, however, to assume that big business was 
solidly opposed to the New Deal. Many sophisticated business 
leaders, particularly some key figures in New York and leaders of 
some relatively new businesses, such as Thomas Watson of IBM and 


Jack Warner and others in Hollywood studios, saw the New Deal as 
Roosevelt did: as capitalism’s savior, not its executioner. FDR had a 
Business Advisory Council that included in 1935 such luminaries as 
Winthrop Aldrich of the Chase National Bank, Walter Gifford of 
AT&T, Gerard Swope of General Electric, and W. Averell Harriman 
of the Union Pacific Railroad. Boston retail tycoon Edward A. Filene 
put the pro-New Deal business view most succinctly. “Why shouldn’t 
the American people take half my money from me?” he asked. “I 
took all of it from them.” 


Such radical spirits as Lincoln Steffens expressed amusement at 
the spectacle of businessmen attacking Roosevelt while he was 
trying desperately to save their system. The President himself saw 
less humor in the situation. For a time, at least, he was bitter at 
being called a traitor to his class, a class that he was saving from its 
own shortsightedness. But he was not yet ready to abandon the hope 
for consensus. “One of my principal tasks,” he believed as late as 
November 1934, “is to prevent bankers and businessmen from 
committing suicide!”! 


Some other Americans did not think the survival of such magnates 
was worth the trouble. The late second and early third years of a 
president’s first term often constitute an administration’s most 
critical period. The “honeymoon” has worn off and more lasting 
impressions of a leader are formed. Such impressions go a long way 
toward determining whether a president will be reelected. This 
important period in Franklin Roosevelt’s presidency may be dated 
from late 1934 through the summer of 1935. It was a time in which 
the President’s popularity began to decline, opposition on his left 
grew, and he finally won back the support of most Americans 
through a series of actions that are often called the Second New 
Deal, or the Second Hundred Days. 


The motives for Roosevelt’s actions of 1935 were many. Business 
hostility and Supreme Court decisions against such early New Deal 
legislation as the NRA played their roles. More basic, though, was 
that the initial Roosevelt programs had been in effect for two years, 


yet the Depression continued. The National Recovery Administration 
had provided far more administration than recovery. It seemed to 
the experiment-minded Roosevelt that the time had come to try 
something new. The President was not alone in this conclusion. New 
Deal reformers rapidly perceived the significance of the outcome of 
the 1934 elections. Shortly after the election Harry Hopkins 
declared to his staff, “Boys—this is our hour. We’ve got to get 
everything we want—a works program, social security, wages and 
hours, everything—now or never.” The reverse side of the 
opportunity for new policy was the political danger of not moving 
faster and further. 


The popularity of Long, Coughlin, and Townsend provided a 
warning siren for Roosevelt. By early 1935 the signal was shrill and 
growing in intensity. It was becoming clear that Roosevelt’s 
popularity among working-class Americans was declining. Historian 
Charles Beard detected a “staggering rapidity” in the “disintegration 
of President Roosevelt’s prestige” in February and March. In April 
an FERA field investigator reported a dramatic reversal of the 
positive views toward Roosevelt that she had seen in Camden, New 
Jersey, in 1934. Martha Gellhorn was shocked: “It surprises me to 
find how radically attitudes can change within four or five months.” 
In what she considered a typical eastern industrial city, Gellhorn 
discovered that the workers and unemployed were “no longer 
sustained by confidence in the President.” She found people 
complaining about low wages. “They say to you, quietly, like people 
who have been betrayed but are too tired to be angry, ‘How does he 
[FDR] expect us to live on that; does he know what food costs, what 
rents are, how can we keep clothes on the children ... ?” Gellhorn 
asserted that the President was “hardly mentioned now, only in 
answer to questions.” Union and unemployed council leaders said 
that “if he were up for election tomorrow he would lose.” 


The Camden poor who had lost faith in Roosevelt were not yet 
radical, but they were fed up with what they saw as the New Deal’s 
unkept promises. Such was the clear trend in the first half of 1935. 
In March a Chicago man who had been interviewing the poor for 


several weeks wrote, “I found that there were quite a few that had 
turned Democratic in the last election and were beginning to 
get ... disgusted with the administration.” He told Roosevelt, “There 
are a great many against you.” A Pennsylvania worker agreed. “The 
forgotten man,” he wrote to Eleanor Roosevelt, “is still forgotten.... 
The new deal and N.R.A. has only helped big business.” In May a 
Brooklyn machinist related to Harry Hopkins his disgust with the 
assistance Roosevelt’s program was seemingly providing for big 
business: “With you demanding the best for those used to the best 
(just for that reason!) Where’s New Deal in that? Where is 
democracy?” 


A Columbus, Ohio, worker summed up the growing feeling of 
betrayal in 1935 when he wrote to Roosevelt: “We the people voted 
for you, we had a world of faith in you, we loved you, we stood by 
you, it was a common thing to hear a man or woman say they 
would gladly die for you, but it is a different story now. Yes you 
have faded out on the masses of hungry, idle people.... the very rich 
is the only one who has benefitted from your new deal,” he 
continued. “Why didn’t you turn a deaf ear to the United States 
Chamber of Commers, and turn to the left, and saved millions of 
starving people, who believed in you.... but it is so diferent to day 
the people are dissappointed, it is common now to hear the people, 
every where you go say President Roosevelt, has proven to be no 
deferent from any other President, there all for big business after 
they get in office.” This bitterly disappointed man went on to voice 
a matter that was of grave personal concern to Roosevelt: his 
political future. “Today the way people are thinking and talking, if 
you were to get the nomination in 1936,” he declared, “you will be 
beation by a great land slide.” The correspondent was himself 
considering voting for Huey Long. The impression was widespread 
that many other voters were leaning the same way. The Times of 
London warned that the people of the United States would soon turn 
to Long and Coughlin if Roosevelt could not soon bring about 
improvement. 


With a reelection campaign fast approaching, Roosevelt realized 
that he must decide how best to regain the support of those whose 
votes he needed to win. This could be done in two ways: by taking 
action to ease the Depression and by making it clear the 
administration favored “the forgotten man” and opposed big 
business. Both tasks were difficult, but in different ways. Few were 
sure how to accomplish the first, but doing so would make most 
people happy. Openly opposing business was done easily enough, 
but it would make powerful enemies. 


The quickest way to ease the Depression was by giving adequate 
relief. Roosevelt was greatly troubled, though, by the debilitating 
effects of the dole. He therefore decided, late in 1934, to seek a 
massive new appropriation for work relief. The commitment to work 
relief and the magnitude of the appropriation ($4.88 billion) 
distinguished the Emergency Relief Appropriation Act of 1935 from 
earlier New Deal relief efforts. At the time it represented the largest 
single appropriation in history. Congress passed the act in April. As 
a result, the President created the WPA, which soon became one of 
the New Deal’s most important agencies. (I deal with the WPA in 
the next chapter.) 


Roosevelt remained hesitant to make a clean break with big- 
business leadership. This had not been done in 1933, despite its 
probable popularity, because Roosevelt had no desire to destroy big 
business. He hoped rather to create a society in which business 
leaders would cooperate with government. The vision had taken 
shape in the NRA, but it had not worked. Big business was, if 
anything, even more unpopular in 1935 than it had been when 
Roosevelt took office. Opposing “Wall Street”—at least rhetorically 
and symbolically—was becoming a political imperative. 


Testing the waters slowly, FDR decided to launch an attack on 
perhaps the least popular of all business groups, the utility 
companies. The worst abuse in the power industry was the 
pyramiding of holding companies on top of the operating utility 
firms. These holding companies, which produced nothing and whose 
sole assets were stocks in lower companies, rarely existed for any 


function other than to issue stock and inflate profits. By 1932 
thirteen such companies controlled 75 percent of the nation’s 
private power interests. The results were huge profits for speculators 
and grossly overpriced electricity for consumers. 


In his 1935 State of the Union speech, President Roosevelt left out 
a significant word. His text called for the “abolition of the evil 
features of holding companies.” By dropping “features” the President 
—apparently inadvertently—made a much more drastic (and 
popular) statement. Legislation called the Wheeler-Rayburn bill was 
drafted to compel the dissolution of all utility holding companies 
that could not prove they served a valid economic purpose. The 
bill’s key provision, soon known as “the death sentence,” drew a 
distinct line between FDR and big business. Businessmen reacted 
strongly in defense of their brothers in the utilities. 


The utility companies launched a massive lobbying campaign in 
which the lobbyists were said to outnumber the membership of 
Congress. Faced with a “death sentence,” the utilities went further. 
They sent a quarter of a million fraudulent telegrams and 5 million 
letters to congressmen; a whispering campaign was _ started, 
suggesting that Roosevelt was on the verge of mental collapse. The 
pressure worked. The Wheeler-Rayburn bill passed in the Senate, 
but the House rejected the death sentence. Congress in the thirties 
was unwilling to outlaw lynching, but when it came to capital 
punishment for utilities pyramids, the representatives were more 
compassionate. Finally in late August 1935, a compromise was 
reached in which the pyramids were, in most cases, to be cut down 
to smaller units and kept to only one level above the operating 
company. This was well short of abolishing holding companies, but 
it was a serious blow against them. 


Possibly more important to Roosevelt than the final law was that 
he had been able to make a tough public stand against a major 
business abuse. In addition to the direct political benefits this 
brought the President, it produced an increased business hostility to 
him. This was all to the good as far as FDR’s political future was 
concerned. 


The breach between Roosevelt and big business was achieved by a 
series of reciprocal actions. After the administration began its attack 
on utility holding companies, business grew less tolerant of the New 
Deal. The annual meeting of the United States Chamber of 
Commerce in late April 1935 showed the extent of anger in some 
business quarters. Delegates accused the President of trying to 
“Sovietize America” and voted to oppose a long list of progressive 
proposals. 


Although the administration retained significant friends among 
big businessmen, the general impression was one of an open break. 
This made it easier for Roosevelt to do what the political and 
economic situation dictated—to split the country along its major 
class cleavage.? (This is not to say that Roosevelt was acting in a 
cynical fashion or that he was not sincere in advocating social 
programs. Rather, it is to place the greatest emphasis on the 
political situation dictated by the class-oriented values of the mid- 
thirties.) 


As 1935 progressed, Roosevelt continued to take steps toward the 
end of identifying himself with the poor and against the uncaring 
rich. Since his days as governor of New York, Roosevelt had favored 
government social insurance. But he had failed to move forward on 
the matter and Congress had taken the initiative in early 1934 with 
two different versions, one based on payroll taxes, the other on 
federal grants to the states. The President stalled congressional 
action by appointing a committee under Labor Secretary Frances 
Perkins to determine the best form for social insurance. Roosevelt 
himself favored an all-inclusive “cradle-to-grave” system. He wanted 
it to be based on contributions, not on general tax revenues. 
Congress, as usual, followed the path of least resistance, which 
meant the President lost on the first point and won on the second. 
Both results were unfortunate for the American people. 


Congressional hearings on the bill in the early months of 1935 
provided yet another opportunity for businessmen to castigate the 
New Deal. The cry of “socialism” reverberated throughout the 


hearing rooms, and business leaders predicted the end of initiative, 
thrift, and the American way of life. It was mildly entertaining 
theater, but actually the bill was sufficiently conservative so that all 
but a few Republicans finally voted for it. Roosevelt signed the act 
in August 1935. 


The Social Security Act was a significant achievement in that it at 
last acknowledged a modicum of societal responsibility for the care 
of the aged, unemployed, handicapped, and impoverished. It was 
also important as a symbolic gesture to demonstrate that Roosevelt’s 
heart was in the right place, no small accomplishment with a 
presidential election littlhe more than a year away. Although the 
Townsend organization continued to thrive for more than a decade, 
Social Security deflated the movement as a threat to Roosevelt. 


Despite these gains, four major defects made the Social Security 
Act a flawed piece of legislation. First, contrary to FDR’s wishes, the 
act did not include everyone. The fears of many southern whites 
were captured by the Jackson Daily News, which declared: “The 
average Mississippian can’t imagine himself chipping in to pay 
pensions for ablebodied Negroes to sit around in idleness on front 
galleries supporting their kinfolks on pensions, while cotton and 
corn crops are crying for workers to get them out of the grass.” In 
order to get southern support for the bill, congressional leaders 
excluded from the provisions of the law many of the people most in 
need of protection—farm and domestic workers. 


Second, the insurance system was based on payroll taxes, as 
Roosevelt had insisted. The regressive nature of such taxation is 
obvious: the lower-income workers paid a far larger percentage of 
their wages in social security taxes than did those whose incomes 
were above the maximum taxable level. There was another side to 
the argument over contributory insurance versus funding from 
general revenue, though. The latter course would be far more 
equitable and progressive, but taking the former route ensured that 
the system would not be cut back by subsequent administrations. 
Once people had contributed their own money, they saw the Social 
Security System as a “sacred trust,” far different from “charity” 


programs. The importance of this distinction is apparent nearly a 
half century later. 


Third, the payroll tax was used to build up a fund from which 
social security payments would eventually be made. This meant 
simply that purchasing power was being taken out of the economy 
—and away from those most likely to spend it—when precisely the 
opposite was desperately needed to stimulate recovery. No 
payments were scheduled to be made until 1941. 


Finally, by creating a hodgepodge state-based network of 
unemployment compensation, the act helped precipitate the 
enactment of another regressive type of levy, the sales tax, which 
spread quickly, particularly in the nation’s poorest region, the 
South. 


A system that excluded the neediest, took money from workers, 
and reduced aggregate demand in the midst of a depression was 
something less than a model for progressive legislation. Yet the 
Social Security Act helped, in combination with other parts of the 
Second New Deal, to win back for Roosevelt the allegiance of the 
forgotten man.4 


Only the need to regain the support of workers led Roosevelt 
reluctantly and belatedly to endorse perhaps the most important law 
passed in the 1930s, the Wagner Act. Roosevelt had never been 
overly sympathetic toward organized labor. As a paternalist, the 
President wanted to do things for workers, not create a situation in 
which they could help themselves. He had signaled this attitude by 
naming Frances Perkins, a social worker rather than a unionist, as 
secretary of labor. Miss Perkins, like most other early New Dealers, 
was a paternalist (or in her case, perhaps, a maternalist). She acted 
as if she believed that workers had few good ideas and that expert 
reformers must think for them. 


Accordingly, the emphasis of the early New Deal was upon 
government programs, some of which would provide benefits for 


workers. Section 7(a) of the National Industrial Recovery Act was 
the only nod toward organized labor in Roosevelt’s initial program. 
As it became clear that the promise of 7(a) would go largely 
unfulfilled, labor’s strongest friend in Congress, New York Senator 
Robert Wagner, sought new legislation to protect unions and those 
who wished to join them. Wagner was the embodiment of the new 
urban liberalism that had begun to emerge in the Progressive era 
and was reaching a level of great influence in the New Deal. 
Differing in important ways from the rural reformers of an earlier 
age, urban liberals of the Wagner type were among the foremost 
advocates of legislation protecting workers, assuring their right to 
organize, and providing for minimum standards of social welfare. 


President Roosevelt, still hoping to hold the middle ground 
between workers and employers, blocked the Wagner bill in 1934. It 
was reintroduced in 1935, and still the President wanted no part of 
it. Now, however, Senator Wagner began skillfully to maneuver the 
bill through the Senate. Businessmen, already up in arms over the 
proposals on utilities and social insurance, cried that the passage of 
the labor law would mean the end of the world, or at least of 
America as they had known and loved it. 


As usual, business fears were overwrought. The law would give 
the National Labor Relations Board the power to prohibit unfair 
practices by employers who sought to block unionization, to order 
and conduct elections to determine if workers wanted to bargain 
collectively and, if so, whom they wanted to represent them. This in 
no sense forced unions on unwilling workers; it merely made the 
government, long a powerful ally of business in labor disputes, an 
active neutral. This ultimately helped American workers greatly, but 
it did little harm to employers, most of whom quickly learned to 
accommodate themselves to the new situation. 


Without presidential backing, the Wagner bill was approved in 
the Senate by the overwhelming margin of 63-12. Seeing that the 
legislation would pass anyway, President Roosevelt decided to gain 
whatever credit he could for a popular law that he had never 
supported. He suddenly announced that the Wagner bill was on his 


“must” list of legislation. The House passed the bill on a voice vote 
and Roosevelt signed the National Labor Relations Act on July 5. 


By this time, Roosevelt had received another stimulus to move to 
the left. On May 27, 1935, the Supreme Court announced its 
unanimous decision that declared the NRA unconstitutional. The 
case, United States v. Schecter Poultry Corp., involved the charge that 
the company had violated an NRA code by selling diseased poultry, 
among other irregularities. Inevitably the case came to be popularly 
known as the “sick chicken case.” 


The Schecter decision has been called “the Black Monday of the 
New Deal,” and has been credited with turning Roosevelt to the left 
and starting the Second New Deal. All of this is misleading, to say 
the least. Although Roosevelt later said the decision returned the 
Constitution to “horse-and-buggy days,” his outrage at the verdict 
centered not so much on the invalidation of the NRA as on the 
Court’s threat to reject other New Deal measures. The Scheeter case 
actually helped the President politically by releasing him from a 
policy that was not working and giving him the opportunity to 
blame the failure to achieve recovery on “nine old men.” Nor was 
the Schecter decision significant in starting the Second New Deal. 
Roosevelt had decided upon a new work relief program the previous 
fall, he had called for the enactment of a social insurance system in 
January, and in March he had demanded the execution of utility 
holding companies. On May 15 the Senate had passed the Wagner 
bill and Roosevelt had indicated that he would support such a bill 
on May 24. More than a week before the Supreme Court ruling 
newsmen observed a new presidential mood. Roosevelt was clearly 
moving to the left and trying dramatic new initiatives before the 
Schecter decision, which played at most a minor part in motivating 
the new policies.5 


The summer of 1935 also produced other important legislation, 
such as the Banking Act of 1935, which centralized control of the 
money market in the Federal Reserve Board, thereby making a 
coherent government economic policy less difficult, and saw the 


development of the Rural Electrification Administration, which 
ultimately would revolutionize farm life by bringing electricity 
within reach of almost all American farms. But what was probably 
the most important event of the Second New Deal resulted in a very 
unimportant piece of legislation. 


At the beginning of 1935, Roosevelt had said there was no need 
for changes in taxation at that time. In February the President 
rejected a dramatic tax reform package that the Treasury 
Department had prepared. But the thunder on the left continued to 
rise, especially around the junior senator from Louisiana, and in the 
spring FDR spoke privately to Raymond Moley of the need to do 
something “to steal Long’s thunder.” In view of Long’s demand to 
“soak the rich,” a new tax policy seemed the best way to achieve 
that end. To undermine Long and save capitalism, Roosevelt told a 
representative of William Randolph Hearst in May, it might “be 
necessary to throw to the wolves the forty-six men who are reported 
to have incomes in excess of one million dollars a year.” The 
President now decided to send a radical-sounding tax message to 
Congress. The purpose was plainly political; Roosevelt failed even to 
indicate whether he wanted action in that session of Congress and 
seems to have been far more interested in the political impact of the 
message than in actual tax reform. He was prepared, a month after 
the message, to agree to a congressional adjournment without action 
on taxes. It might have been better to wait; then he could take a 
strong stand against the rich in 1936, just before the election. 


The tax message went to Congress on June 19, 1935, which is the 
most convenient time at which to mark the turning point of the New 
Deal (although Roosevelt’s decision to move to the left had occurred 
at least six weeks earlier). On the same day, the House approved the 
Wagner bill and the Senate passed the Social Security measure. Both 
of these important events were overshadowed, though, by the 
presidential message. Roosevelt told Congress that large 
accumulations of wealth meant “the perpetuation of great and 
undesirable concentration of control in a relatively few individuals 
over the employment and welfare of many, many others.” Decrying 


the “unjust concentration of wealth and economic power,” the 
President called for federal inheritance and gift taxes, higher 
personal income taxes in the upper brackets, and a graduated 
corporate income tax. 


If, as seems apparent, the intention of the wealth tax message was 
to win back wavering supporters, it succeeded admirably. Public 
reaction to the proposals was overwhelmingly favorable. More than 
80 percent of the people who wrote to Roosevelt about the tax 
message praised the idea. Their letters make it clear that the view 
that the tax proposal marked a turn to the left is not simply the 
product of later historical analysis. Many people commented 
immediately on FDR’s shift. “In this community,” a Californian 
wrote to the President the day after the tax message, “the rank and 
file stand more resolutely than ever with you since you have begun 
to turn to the left again.” Several letter writers indicated that they 
had long awaited such a proposal from Roosevelt. It was, one said, 
“like light in darkness.” “Millions of your supporters have been 
anxiously awaiting such a message,” another assured the President. 
And a Philadelphian informed FDR: “I am now on your bandwagon 
again, after having slipped off.” 


Perhaps the best summary of what had been happening to 
Roosevelt’s support in early 1935 and the effect the tax message had 
in reversing that decline came from an eighty-one-year-old former 
Republican in Kansas. “Your recent message to Congress furnishes 
the convincing assurance that the New Deal program means to go to 
the roots of the evils that plague the nation; that it understands the 
causes therefor, and proposes to eradicate them,” he wrote. “Many 
early followers” of the New Deal, this Kansan went on, had become 
“less optimistic. To very many the program was beginning to appear 
‘half-baked’ and doomed to failure.” The tax message restored this 
elderly man’s faith in the President and the New Deal. A New Jersey 
man indicated the political significance of FDR’s stance on taxes. 
“Your message,” he wrote to Roosevelt, “has reunited the working 
class Democrat, overnight for the time being.” 


With rhetoric producing such results, FDR remained reluctant to 
push for genuine tax reform. Without strong backing from the White 
House, the bill was mutilated in Congress. Far from soaking the rich, 
the “Wealth Tax Act” of 1935 scarcely dampened them. A graduated 
corporate income tax survived in token form only, and a small 
estate tax was enacted. The entire final bill increased taxes by only 
$250 million. The millionaires remained safe from the wolves. The 
tax act did almost nothing to redistribute wealth, but Roosevelt’s 
original proposals had effectively redistributed political allegiances. 
Business was more bitter than ever. Roosevelt had burned his 
bridges to Wall Street, and now had to continue to seek to unify 
working-class Americans behind him. 


This he was at last prepared to do. Late in the year he told Moley 
that he would continue his “fighting” rhetoric. The President said he 
hoped that this would keep his “left-wing supporters satisfied.” The 
battle lines for 1936 were now clearly drawn. Roosevelt was casting 
his lot with the forgotten man (who seems most often to be 
remembered during and just prior to election years). It would be 
“us” against “them” in 1936, and FDR clearly wanted to be one of 
“us.” 


The primary reason for the Second New Deal was simply the 
growth of discontent among the workers. The threat from the left 
had grown since 1932. New Deal programs had brought together 
the down-and-out and given them ample opportunity to discuss 
their common plight. The hope the NRA had given workers and then 
taken away from them had stimulated a new militant drive for 
organization. And the immense strength of those presenting 
alternatives to the New Deal, such as Olson, Sinclair, Coughlin, 
Townsend, and Long, provided foci for the workers’ discontent. 


Moreover, in 1932, Roosevelt, as the challenger, had been able to 
benefit from the discontent in the electorate. In 1936 he stood to 
lose because of that discontent, unless he could perform some fast 
footwork and catch up with the voters. The result was this flurry of 
legislation and rhetoric. 


Much of the historical scholarship on the Roosevelt era has dealt 
with the question of whether there were two ideologically distinct 
“new deals,” one from 1933 to early 1935, and the other beginning 
in 1935. Even among those who have accepted the notion of an 
identifiable change in direction in 1935, there has _ been 
disagreement over the nature of the shift. 


Participant Raymond Moley and historian Basil Rauch have 
contended—from very different perspectives—that Roosevelt turned 
to the left in 1935. Moley used this interpretation as part of his 
explanation of his defection from the administration. Arthur 
Schlesinger, Jr., gave the two new deals view its fullest and best- 
known statement and altered its meaning when he argued in 1960 
that the Second New Deal was more of a turn to the right—a return 
to the Louis Brandeis-Felix Frankfurter hope “to revitalize the tired 
old society by establishing a framework within which enterprise 
could be set free.” Schlesinger quotes Frankfurter disciple Thomas 
Corcoran, pointing out that the Second New Deal was “ideologically 
far more ‘capitalistic’ than the First New Deal.” 


Other historians have avoided the issue of the direction of the 
New Deal’s shift by denying that there was any. Like the contention 
that there were two new deals, the other side of the argument has 
two rather different versions. One holds that the entire New Deal 
was pragmatic and contradictory and, hence, there was no basic 
philosophy to change. The other position, advanced most forcefully 
by Elliot Rosen, contends that the philosophy of the entire New Deal 
was carefully spelled out by the Brains Trust in 1932 and, 
accordingly, there was no shift in 1935. 


Those who maintain that there was no significant philosophical 
shift in 1935 are on firm ground. As I have noted before, Franklin 
Roosevelt was neither a philosopher nor an economist; he was a 
politician. Neither his programs of 1933 nor those of 1935 were 
based on a coherent ideological position. Consistency troubled 
Roosevelt little. Votes were far more important. The political, rather 
than philosophic, nature of the Second New Deal is evident. He had 
tried for the first two years of his presidency to keep everyone 


happy. By 1935 that was no longer possible. The groups with whom 
he chose to split—and those he decided not to alienate—leave no 
doubt that his motivation was political. 


Roosevelt finally broke with business in 1935, thus calming the 
thunder on the left and winning support for 1936. On the other 
hand, he never split from the southern elite. He refused to make 
substantive moves toward improving race relations, and he never 
endorsed the objectives of such organizations as the Southern 
Tenant Farmers’ Union. That group’s periodical, Sharecropper’s 
Voice, complained in 1936 that under Roosevelt “too often the 
progressive word has been the clothing for a conservative act. Too 
often he has talked like a cropper and acted like a planter.” The 
difference was simple. Breaking with the planters would have been 
as much “the right thing to do” as turning against big business, but 
while the latter was politically beneficial, the former move would 
have been politically disastrous, both to New Deal programs and 
possibly to FDR himself. Far more workers than big businessmen 
voted, but very few blacks voted in the South, and poor whites in 
the region could be counted upon to vote Democratic even if the 
President did not do more for them. A vote-adding machine seemed 
to be planted in Roosevelt’s head. It was always calculating when a 
decision had to be made. 


Roosevelt’s shift to the left with the Second New Deal was not an 
ideological move, but a political one. There was no drastic 
philosophic reorientation in 1935, but there was a very clear shift in 
politics, tone, and class identification. The motivation appears to 
have been a combination of decency and fear. When Roosevelt 
could no longer get away with playing the middle, he finally had to 
choose sides. It was easy enough to pick. What was right in this case 
coincided with what was expedient. Roosevelt simply went in the 
same direction that a majority of the people at the time was going— 
toward the left, toward humanitarian, cooperative values. 
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made speeches calling on Democrats “to surge forward with the 

workers and farmers of this nation,” and to enlist in the struggle 
between the “have-nots” and the “haves.” Such terms became 
commonplace in the year before Roosevelt’s reelection. Although 
the President had made no firm shift in ideology and even said in 
the fall of 1935 that the New Deal had reached a “breathing spell,” 
the political advantage of maintaining a left-leaning posture was too 
great to pass up. 


| n October 1935, New Dealers Rex Tugwell and Aubrey Williams 


Whenever Roosevelt thought of trying to re-form an alliance with 
business, political considerations pushed him further into an anti-big 
business stance. The election year saw little in the way of new 
legislation. Members of Congress, like the President, had their eyes 
on November and their main concern was to end the session early 
enough to leave them plenty of time to gear up their campaigns. The 
President did advance his anti-business campaign by calling for a 
new tax on undistributed corporate profits. Congress passed a 
watered-down version of the bill before adjourning its lackluster 
session. ! 


The most important aspect of the New Deal from a political 
perspective in 1936 was the Works Progress Administration. Created 
by executive order after the huge Emergency Relief Appropriation of 
1935, the WPA was placed under the direction of Harry Hopkins. 
The President divided the nearly $5 billion made available by 
Congress in 1935 among several different agencies. Part went to the 
new National Youth Administration, which gave part-time 
employment to more than 2 million high school and college 
students, thus helping them stay in school. The NYA also assisted 
the 2.6 million young people who were not in school. Harold Ickes’s 
PWA and the CCC received generous slices of the appropriation, too, 
but the largest share—$1.39 billion—went to the new WPA. 


Although there were a sufficient number of make-work projects 
under the WPA to lend some credence to conservative complaints 
about one crew digging holes and another filling them up, the 
shovel-leaning and leaf-raking were only one side of a many-faceted 
organization. The WPA could not equal the PWA’s accomplishments 
in public building, but it did construct or improve more than 20,000 
playgrounds, schools, hospitals, and airfields. 


There were, however, serious problems connected with the WPA. 
Although work relief was far more expensive than direct payments 
to the unemployed, almost everyone preferred government jobs to a 
dole. The brief CWA experience had been gratifying. “A workless 
man,” Harry Hopkins observed, “has little status at home and less 


with his friends.” “Give a man a dole,” the WPA administrator said 
on another occasion, “and you save his body and destroy his spirit. 
Give him a job and you save both body and spirit.” Many WPA 
workers agreed. “Please continue this W.P.A. program,” a group of 
workers in Battle Creek, Michigan, wrote to the President in 1936. 
“Tt makes us feel like an American citizen to earn our own living. 
Being on the dole or relief roll makes us lazy and the funds are not 
enough to live decent on.” A county relief administrator in West 
Virginia noted as early as 1934 that work relief people “consider 
themselves as government workers—badly paid, or _ rather, 
inadequately employed. The general attitude seems to be,” she went 
on, “that by going on relief one is working for the government.... 
People frequently call me up and say: ‘I’ve been working for you for 
so long. Can’t you do this or that for me[?]’ ” 


Some WPA projects met the goal of sustaining workers’ morale; 
many, unfortunately, did not. Pay was miserable. The nationwide 
average was $55 a month, much better than FERA relief payments, 
but an annual income of $660 amounted to barely more than half of 
a minimum subsistence budget of $1200. Nor was much security 
provided even for this tiny income. Working hours were often short, 
thus preventing laborers from obtaining their full potential pay. And 
there were no guarantees that jobs would continue or that checks 
would arrive on time. Such problems were frequently subjects of 
complaint by workers. “[W]hy can’t every one be paid regularly as 
agreed or is it inafficiancy[?]” a Texas WPA worker asked Hopkins 
in a 1935 letter. “Here in Ft Worth the mens’ pay is from 4 to 6 days 
behind; + some of them have to go home because they are too 
week to work.” A group of Wisconsin workers who said they were 
“not red, but red-white-and blue” criticized the President for saying 
American workers should be paid decent wages and then not doing 
it. 

There were two fundamental reasons for the low wages. The first 
was obvious: there was not enough money to go around. The second 
concern was in some respects more significant. Committed as they 
were (hysterical charges by the Liberty League to the contrary 


notwithstanding) to maintaining the free enterprise system, 
Roosevelt and Hopkins wanted to be sure that work relief was not 
attractive in comparison with private employment. Hence they had 
to be sure that WPA earnings were kept at a sufficiently low level 
that the government would not be competing for workers with 
private enterprise. This was, of course, a rather silly concern while 
the unemployment rate was in the double digits, but the New 
Dealers remained convinced that strong incentives must be provided 
for those on work relief to return to the private sector as soon as any 
opportunity arose. 


Yet this policy was in direct conflict with the stated objectives of 
using work relief to build morale and distinguishing WPA work from 
charity. Harry Hopkins correctly pointed out that “those who are 
forced to accept charity, no matter how unwillingly, are first pitied, 
then disdained” by others. People on direct relief were unable to 
avoid the stigma attached to charity and the resulting assumption 
that they were responsible for their own plight. People on the dole 
had to go through a humiliating “means test.” The original hope— 
fulfilled briefly under the CWA—was that a work relief program 
could dispense with this demeaning procedure. The goal was 
summed up by New York social worker William Matthews when he 
said, “The sooner work relief can be given as nearly as possible the 
same status as that of work under regular conditions ... the sooner it 
will command the respect ... of the worker....” 


The trouble, simply, was that New Dealers wanted on the one 
hand to make work relief like a “real” job, but on the other to make 
it unlike such employment. They sought to make WPA jobs 
attractive, so as to boost worker morale, at the same time they 
strove to make them unattractive, so as to encourage people to 
return to private employment. The result, inevitably, was a highly 
contradictory program. This was embodied in a policy that 
attempted to provide hourly wages similar to those paid by private 
businesses for the same sort of work, but limited the total monthly 
income of a WPA worker to far less than he might hope to make in 


the private sector. Hence those with the highest-paying jobs were 
allowed to work the fewest hours per month. 


This was no way to provide a sense of security or build morale. 
WPA planners also failed to understand that manual labor was not a 
seamless web. Little attempt was made on most projects to match 
the strength, experience, and ability of a blue-collar worker with the 
job assigned to him. This was an indication of unconscious 
discrimination against lower-class people. When it came to the 
middle-class unemployed—or even to artists and writers—Hopkins 
and his associates tried to create jobs appropriate to their careers. 
(Hopkins was partial to artists. His family summered in Woodstock, 
New York, the noted artists’ colony.) Manual laborers, though, were 
thought of simply as manual laborers. 


There were other problems. President Roosevelt had promised 
when the organization was launched that the work would be 
“useful ... in the sense that it affords permanent improvements in 
living conditions or that it creates future new wealth for the nation.” 
Yet critics soon complained that much of what the WPA did was not 
“useful.” In some cases they were right, but one of the principal 
reasons was that Roosevelt had pledged that the WPA would not 
compete with private enterprise. One wonders what such critics 
would have said if the organization had started to do useful things 
and thus had begun to compete with private business. 


Behind the other conservative misgivings lay the fear that 
bureaucrats like Hopkins—intellectuals who had never “met a 
payroll” or “faced an electorate”—were using the relief agencies to 
secure positions of power for themselves. There was also some 
concern that Hopkins and his assistants wanted to keep large 
numbers of people on relief so that they would be politically 
subservient to the WPA. Particularly disturbing to Vice President 
Garner was the practice of referring to WPA workers as “clients.” 


Other WPA rules were as constraining as the prohibition on 
competition with private industry. Concentrating on helping the 
unemployed get through a “temporary” crisis, New Dealers used all 
available funds for payrolls and provided scarcely any training to 


help workers obtain permanent employment. Similarly, the 
requirement that 90 percent of those hired must come from the 
relief rolls—well intentioned though it clearly was—served both to 
discriminate against those who had held out longest against going 
on the dole and to prevent the employment of skilled workers 
needed to undertake many “useful” projects. Finally, a WPA rule 
allowing only one member of a family to be employed discriminated 
against women (who never represented even one-fifth of WPA 
workers) and large families. Some of the latter actually found 
themselves with lower incomes under the WPA than they had 
received on the dole. 


The greatest failing of the WPA, however, was that it never 
provided work for most of the unemployed (the figure hovered 
around 30 percent of the jobless on WPA rolls between 1935 and 
1940). This left upward of 5 million jobless Americans on the tender 
mercies and empty treasuries of state and local governments. When 
he chose the work relief option, President Roosevelt had decided to 
end federal relief, which he characterized in words worthy of 
Herbert Hoover (but none the less accurate for that) as “a narcotic, a 
subtle destroyer of the human spirit.” That the states were not up to 
the task they had amply demonstrated in the early thirties, but 
Roosevelt dumped back in the laps of the governors and legislatures 
the “unemployables.” The results were similar to those that might 
be expected if Ronald Reagan had obtained enactment of his New 
Federalism plan in the 1980s. They are best symbolized by New 
Jersey’s decision to issue licenses to beg to those who could not be 
helped by exhausted state funds. Also like the New Federalism plan, 
Roosevelt’s 1935 decision that Washington “must and shall quit this 
business of relief’ meant that the states with the greatest needs 
would have the smallest resources with which to meet them. By the 
end of the decade, ten poor southern states were paying less than 
$10 per month per family, considerably less than half the national 
average. 


Despite all of the drawbacks, the WPA was far better than what 
had gone before it (which is almost to say that it was far better than 


nothing). For those who got jobs on its projects, the pitiful wages 
were usually, if not always, better than relief. For all the obstacles 
to the goal of morale-building, an unemployed person was more 
likely to maintain a bit of self-respect working on a WPA project 
than he was receiving direct relief. And the agency did add 
substantially to the common wealth—material and artistic—of the 
American people. The WPA was much less than it could have been 
and it was less innovative than might have been expected in the 
Depression era. It was, for that matter, a good deal less daring than 
its precursor, the CWA, had been. Yet it was innovative and daring 
in some ways, most notably in its attempt to provide public 
patronage for the arts.2 


A combination of factors—economic need, resurgent democratic 
values, Rooseveltian paternalism, and the quest for a distinctly 
American culture—came together in the mid 1930s to create the 
most notable experiment of the work relief program, Federal One. 
This was the use of a small but highly significant portion of WPA 
funds for an experiment in providing federal support for the arts in 
America. Although he had no special appreciation for “high culture” 
himself, as a gentleman Franklin Roosevelt believed fine music, art, 
and theater were essential to the good life. As part of his general 
attempt to democratize American life, Roosevelt wanted to make 
such culture available to the masses. 


The 1935 relief appropriation included money designated for use 
in helping unemployed professionals. The WPA proceeded to set up 
four programs under Federal One: the Federal Art Project, the 
Federal Music Project, the Federal Theatre Project, and the Federal 
Writers’ Project. (A fifth, the Historical Records Survey, was made a 
separate unit in 1936.) Harry Hopkins was among those who 
thought it was foolish and wasteful to put a concert violinist or a 
Shakespearean actor to work laying bricks. But Hopkins and a 
number of those who became involved with the WPA arts projects 
saw them as far more than a way to provide “suitable” relief work 
for artistic or educated Depression victims. They saw Federal One as 


a grand opportunity to fuse “high culture” with American 
democracy. The relationship between culture and democracy had 
long been a troubling question in the minds of some Americans. As 
democrats, some in the American arts community were concerned 
with bringing the arts to the people at large. At the same time, 
however, they feared that emphasis on numbers would inevitably 
lessen quality. Moreover, the dependence of artistic people on 
wealthy patrons often distanced the arts from “ordinary” folks. 


A possible solution to some of these difficulties seemed to be 
federal patronage of the arts. In any case, private financial support 
practically dried up during the early Depression. As with so many 
other areas of American life, the Depression left many artistic people 
with nowhere else to turn for help but Washington. Dependence on 
federal financial assistance was not an unmixed blessing, however. 
Two principal, if vastly different, problems arose. The first was 
winning public support for the idea. Many people had a hard time 
accepting singing and acting as work. (We seem to have no trouble 
accepting the right of performers to make huge sums of money 
while working privately, but we balk at paying them much smaller 
amounts from our taxes.) Public support for federal arts projects was 
never strong. In the end, this proved fatal. 


The other problem was the possibility that as Washington began 
paying the pianist it would want to call the tune. Even if there were 
no conscious interference—and who could be sure there would not 
be?—the possibility that bureaucracy would stifle creativity was 
omnipresent. Yet this possibility never seriously materialized. 
Instead, the WPA arts projects gave several million Americans their 
first opportunity to experience “high culture” and many people were 
enabled to participate in WPA-sponsored community symphonies, 
amateur theaters, and the like. 


The least controversial of the Federal One projects was the 
Historical Reeords Survey, which inventoried local government 
records across the country. It performed a useful service and did so 
efficiently and without stepping on many conservative toes. The 
same could nearly be said about the Federal Writers’ Project. 


Writers had originally been left out of the plans for arts projects, but 
after some of them complained the FWP was created. Although the 
Historical Records Survey succeeded in using previously untrained 
personnel, good writing was not so easily obtained. Many self- 
described “writers” who joined the project might not have been so 
classified by literary critics. In fact, many people—teachers, 
librarians, and others from white-collar occupations—who were not 
writers but did need relief were assigned to the Writers’ Project. 
Trying to make a virtue of necessity—as well as to emphasize the 
democratic nature of the project—FWP Director Henry Alsberg said, 
“We must get over the idea that every writer must be an artist of the 
first class, and that an artist of the second or third class has no 
function.” 


Be that as it may, the FWP suffered no shortage of first-class 
writers. Among those who were employed by the Writers’ Project 
were Richard Wright, Saul Bellow, Ralph Ellison, John Cheever, 
Jack Conroy, Conrad Aiken, Ama Bontemps, and Margaret Walker. 
Several of these great talents would likely have gone undeveloped 
had it not been for the FWP. The project did not allow much 
creative writing on WPA time, but working hours usually amounted 
to only thirty per week. “The simple act of providing writers and 
would-be writers with jobs that gave them a livelihood without 
unduly taxing their energies,” FWP executive Jerre Mangione later 
contended, “turned out to be the most effective measure that could 
have been taken to nurture the future of American letters.” Richard 
Wright was perhaps the best example of what the project could do 
for a young writer. He used his spare time to write Native Son, 
which won him acclaim while he was still an FWP employee. Ralph 
Ellison summed up the effect of working on the project: “Actually to 
be paid for writing ... why that was a wonderful thing!” 


What they were paid to write was a variety of what has been 
called “American stuff.” Included was a series of inspired state 
guides. This was part of the mid-thirties revival of interest in all 
things American. It extended in the work of the FWP to the 
collection of folklore, studies of ethnic groups, “life histories” of 


individuals from many backgrounds, and the reminiscences of some 
2000 former slaves. The last item, in particular, was a priceless 
historical treasure that would have been lost if not for the work of 
the Writers’ Project. These efforts, under the guidance of Benjamin 
Botkin, emphasized the belief that “history must study the 
inarticulate many as well as the articulate few.” 


Federal Music Project Director Nikolai Sokoloff was also 
concerned about the inarticulate many, but he sought to raise them 
to an appreciation of fine music. An elitist where culture was 
concerned, Sokoloff of necessity had to reach for a mass audience if 
he was to find employment for some 15,000 out-of-work musicians. 
And the wide variation in their talent and skills obliged him to be 
more eclectic than he desired. Since instrumental music was 
unlikely to be perceived as carrying leftist messages, the FMP 
remained less controversial than some of the other WPA arts 
projects. The Music Project organized orchestras across the nation in 
cities that had not known them before, but it was prevented by 
political opposition from taking classical music to many areas its 
leaders had originally intended to reach. Concerts and music lessons 
were provided free or for nominal charges. 


The accomplishments of the Federal Music Project were 
significant, but came to far less than some hoped for. Charles Seeger 
of the Music Project, along with Alan Lomax of the FWP, undertook 
a remarkable effort to collect and preserve America’s folk music. 
Their accomplishment was magnificent, but Seeger’s grand hope to 
integrate “popular, folk, and academic music into a distinctively 
American idiom” was never approached. Nor did the advances made 
by the FMP generally survive. Orchestras formed after World War II 
appear to have had their roots in WPA symphonies in fewer than ten 
cities. 

More controversial than the historical, writing, or music projects 
was Holger Cahill’s Federal Art Project. Project Director Cahill and 
his associates were firm believers in the ideal of cultural democracy; 
they expressed their goal as “art for the millions.” Cahill insisted 
that the audience for plastic arts under the FAP be broadened 


greatly from those who had frequented galleries and museums in the 
past. Franklin Roosevelt agreed with the objectives, if not always 
with the content of the art that was aimed at the millions. The 
President guessed—optimistically—that only 10 percent of the 
American people had ever had an opportunity to view a “fine 
picture.” For a brief time the FAP changed that. By 1938 works 
done by Art Project painters and sculptors were on view in many 
parts of the country. An FAP exhibit at the New York World’s Fair in 
1940 was seen by more than 2 million people. The most lasting— 
and perhaps the most impressive—of the Art Project’s achievements 
were the murals its artists painted in public buildings across the 
nation. The decisive influence came from Mexican painters of 
propaganda murals, particularly Diego Rivera and Clemente Orozco, 
who spent the early years of the Depression being paid large fees by 
the likes of the Ford and Rockefeller families to paint anti-capitalist 
murals in such incongruous places as the San Francisco Stock 
Exchange Club, the Ford-supported Detroit Institute of Arts, the RCA 
Building in Rockefeller Center, and the Dartmouth College Library. 
Like the products of other WPA arts projects, the FAP murals 
represented part of the renewed interest in American life. Victor 
Arnautoffs “City Life” in San Francisco’s Coit Tower is one of the 
best examples. The subjects of many, however, were too labor- 
oriented to suit conservatives in Congress. Charges of “Communism” 
grew louder as the Depression decade neared its end. 


The quality of the work done by FAP employees varied widely, of 
course. So did the opinions of critics on its overall merit. As with the 
Writers’ Project, the Art Project provided a livelihood for some 
artists who would go on to great careers, among them Jackson 
Pollock, Willem De Kooning, Anton Refregier, and Yasuo Kuniyoshi. 
Critical controversy, like that over social content, centered on the 
murals. Post office murals (most of which were done outside the 
FAP jurisdiction) tended to celebrate the “masses” and the 
oppressed laboring class. While Ford Madox Ford, the English art 
critic, said the quality of FAP work was “astonishingly high,” 
American photographer Alfred Stieglitz said he had nothing against 


putting unemployed artists on the federal payroll, but they should 
not be allowed to get near paint. Stieglitz characterized some of the 
project’s work as “the rape of the walls.” President Roosevelt, as was 
his wont, took a middle ground on the murals: “Some of it good,” he 
said, “some of it not so good, but all of it native, human, eager and 
alive—all of it painted by their own kind in their own country, and 
painted about things that they know and look at often and have 
touched and loved.” Roosevelt’s knack for understanding the public 
mood was once again evident in this assessment. 


If the social content of a mural could raise the eyebrows of 
members of the House Committee on Un-American Activities, a 
theatrical production could appear to be outright subversion. The 
Federal Theatre Project, directed by the former head of the Vassar 
College Experimental Theatre, Hallie Flanagan, was the most 
important, the most controversial, and hence, the shortest-lived of 
the Federal One projects. Flanagan had been a classmate of Harry 
Hopkins at Grinnell College. One actress who worked with her 
described her as having “the spirit, the soul, and the dedication, and 
the drive” of Eleanor Roosevelt. The FTP director was dedicated to 
building a truly national theater, one that would provide food for 
thought as well as for actors’ stomachs. One of her ideals was to use 
drama to create public awareness of social problems. Hopkins 
promised a theater that was “free, adult, uncensored.” That was a 
tall order, but in its brief history the FTP often approached the 
ideal. 


The FTP played a role similar to those of the other arts projects in 
stimulating and encouraging talents that would remain important 
for decades after the program’s demise. A very abbreviated list of its 
directors, playwrights, actors, producers, composers, and technicians 
gives an idea of the FTP’s contribution: Orson Welles, Arthur Miller, 
Dale Wasserman, John Huston, Joseph Cotten, Jack Carter, E. G. 
Marshall, Will Geer, Arlene Francis, Canada Lee, Howard Da Silva, 
Burt Lancaster (who began as an aerialist in an FTP circus), John 
Houseman, Lehman Engel, George Izenour. 


Even more important than the individual careers that were 
spurred on by the FTP was the stimulus the project provided for the 
American stage through its openness to new ideas. Far more than 
other government agencies of the Depression era, the Theatre 
Project treated black Americans as highly capable, basically equal 
human beings. The FTP established sixteen “Negro Units” around 
the country. Casts almost always remained segregated (the notable 
exception being a Newark production of The Trial of Dr. Beck), but 
the roles were not. That is to say that black actors were no longer 
confined to “Negro” roles. The great departure was initiated by John 
Houseman, who codirected the Harlem FTP unit with black actress 
Rose McClendon. When the Federal Theatre began, the Harlem riots 
of 1935 were only a few months in the past and the usual offensive 
roles for black performers were wholly unacceptable. Houseman 
decided to put on a black production of a Shakespearean classic. If 
the idea was to be accepted it would have to be a first-rate 
production, and Houseman needed the best possible director. His 
friend Orson Welles, not yet twenty years old, quickly agreed to take 
the job. Welles’s wife, Virginia, had the inspiration to make the first 
production Macbeth, set in Haiti with Voodoo priestesses as the 
witches. A troupe of African drummers (including a genuine witch 
doctor) was hired. At their request WPA requisition forms were 
filled out for five live black goats, which they proceeded to sacrifice 
in the theater’s basement, so that the skins could be stretched for 
drums. With such authenticity, the Voodoo Macbeth was a smashing 
success. 


Despite a few cases of attempted censorship, the Federal Theatre 
was remarkably uninhibited in its offerings. Most notable among its 
innovations were the “living newspapers.” These were plays in the 
new form of documentaries that took a stand on issues of the day, 
provided information about them, and advocated a course of action. 
The New York group first put on Triple-A Plowed Under, a play that 
called for farmers and consumers to work together against greedy 
middlemen. Despite its agrarian subject matter, Triple-A Plowed 
Under was a stunning success, both critically and at the box office. 


So were such other living newspapers as Power, which demanded 
public ownership of utilities; Injunction Granted, a play that 
dramatized the anti-union actions of the courts; and Created Equal, 
which dealt with conflicts between property owners and citizens 
throughout American history. Right-wing critics charged that such 
productions were propaganda for the New Deal—or for something 
worse. Garrett Caret wrote in The Saturday Evening Post in June 
1936 that Triple-A Plowed Under employed such “logotypes of 
Communist propaganda” as “hunger” and “starvation.” Two months 
later another piece in the same periodical claimed that the Federal 
Theatre’s “hair [was] full of Communists” and Flanagan was trying 
to “Russianize” the American stage. 


Although the conservative critics finally had their way, the 
accomplishments of the Federal Theatre Project in its brief history 
are most impressive. In addition to its remarkable efforts in the 
legitimate theater, the FTP put on radio drama, children’s plays, 
puppet shows, and circuses. In less than four years, approximately 
30 million people attended productions of the FTP. Here, albeit all 
too briefly, was art for the millions. 


The Federal Theatre’s success was achieved in the face of constant 
obstacles and opposition. Some of the problems, though serious, 
were survivable. Many of the project’s best people, for instance, 
were lured away by private companies. But the freedom and lack of 
commercial emphasis kept enough talent with the FTP so that this 
problem could be overcome. Political opposition, though, could not, 
in the end, be defeated. In 1938 and 1939, in a foretaste of the 
techniques that were used by Richard Nixon, Joseph McCarthy, and 
others in the late forties and early fifties, the House Un-American 
Activities Committee (HUAC) “investigated” the FTP as part of a 
larger exploration of “un-American propaganda activities” in the 
nation. It was a classic witch hunt in which the conclusions were 
reached before any testimony was taken. One Republican on the 
committee, J. Parnell Thomas of New Jersey, told a news conference 
before the hearings began that “startling evidence” indicated that 
the FTP was “serving as a branch of the Communistic organization.” 


What he meant by that was apparent when Thomas added that the 
Federal Theatre was “one more link in the vast and unparalleled 
New Deal propaganda machine.” 


After months of hearings in which people were coaxed to provide 
hearsay evidence, Hallie Flanagan was finally allowed to testify. She 
misjudged her interrogators. When she quoted Christopher Marlowe, 
one of the congressmen interrupted her to ask who Marlowe was 
and whether he was a Communist. Others laughed, but Flanagan 
realized that this was tragedy, not comedy. The HUAC report 
ignored her refutation of the earlier testimony and when the House 
debated the new WPA budget in 1939, the FTP was cut. The Senate 
tried to save the project, but it did not survive the conference 
committee and President Roosevelt had little choice but to sign the 
relief appropriation bill without the Federal Theatre. 


The other arts projects and the WPA itself (rechristened with a 
more conservative name, Works Projects Administration) limped 
along until 1943. Their service to the nation was invaluable, but it 
has been widely recognized only since the 1960s. The arts projects 
collected a huge amount of raw material that has proved to be of 
enormous value to subsequent artists and historians. They helped in 
incalculable ways to lift the spirits of a depressed nation and add to 
its culture. The WPA as a whole, like its arts projects, was certainly 
not without serious flaws, but the frequent complaint that it was 
nothing more than an attempt to provide “bread and circuses” is 
unjustified. The WPA proved, in fact, to be one of the leading 
examples of government recognition of the values of Depression 
America. Its emphasis was on public works and arts for the people as 
a whole. The attitudes behind the expenditures on public buildings 
and “art for the millions” reflected the decline of self-centeredness 
evident among Americans of the thirties in so many other ways. 
These buildings, plays, concerts, and murals were to be accessible, to 
be shared and enjoyed by others.? 


The President began the election year of 1936 by making it clear 
that, as far as rhetoric was concerned, the breathing spell for 


business was over. Roosevelt’s annual message to Congress, 
delivered on the evening of the Court’s rejection of the AAA, called 
upon Congress to “wage unceasing warfare” against “our 
resplendent economic autocracy” which sought “power for 
themselves, enslavement for the public.” This was only the 
beginning. Five days later FDR delivered a rousing speech over a 
radio hookup to some 3000 Jackson Day dinners around the nation. 
Roosevelt compared himself with the seventh President, saying the 
American people loved Jackson “for the enemies he had made.” 
“History repeats,” Roosevelt declared, picturing himself as a kind of 
New Hickory. He called upon Americans to keep up the fight against 
“the forces of privilege and greed.” 


Talk is cheap, of course, and Roosevelt offered no specific new 
programs to combat those selfish interests. He was careful to point 
out repeatedly that the enemy was not businessmen in general, but 
that small number of financial and industrial leaders whose self- 
serving dedication to “free enterprise” was unbending. In his budget 
message the President said the federal budget would soon be 
balanced. As winter drew to a close, he ordered spending cuts and a 
reduction in WPA employment. Still, the symbolic importance of 
FDR’s verbal attacks on the “greedy” should not be underestimated. 
Public response to the Jackson Day speech was overwhelmingly 
favorable. More than 95 percent of those who wrote to the President 
about the speech praised his class-tinged phrases. “I am in complete 
sympathy with your fight on greed and the favored classes,” a 
Philadelphia man wrote to Roosevelt. “At last we have a Man in the 
White House and not a puppet of organized Wealth,” an Oregon 
woman wrote. 


And if Roosevelt’s rhetoric was not enough by itself to win the 
support of the forgotten man, wealthy conservatives were always 
glad to help. In this regard no group was more obliging than the 
American Liberty League. Two weeks after Roosevelt’s Jackson Day 
speech, Al Smith, who had completed his graduation from brown 
derby to white tie and tails, viciously attacked the New Deal before 
a crowd of twelve Du Ponts and 2000 of their fellow travelers in 


Washington’s Mayflower Hotel. The New York Times called this 
Liberty League confab “the greatest collection of millionaires ever 
gathered under one roof.” The millionaires—and those who aspired 
to be—who overflowed the hotel’s main ballroom that evening were 
hungry for raw, red meat. Smith served up generous portions: “It is 
all right with me if they want to disguise themselves as Karl Marx or 
Lenin or any of the rest of that bunch,” the Happy Warrior said of 
Roosevelt and his followers, “but I won’t stand for their allowing 
them to march under the banner of Jackson and Cleveland.” As the 
crowd roared, Smith could not content himself with that bombast. 
His peroration brought the faithful in frenzy to their feet: “There 
can be only one capital, Washington or Moscow. There can be only 
one atmosphere of government, the clean, pure fresh air of free 
America, or the foul breath of Communistic Russia.” This was sheer 
poppycock, and few people outside the select Mayflower audience 
would swallow it. The impact was hardly what the Liberty League 
had had in mind. Smith and company simply made it easier for 
Roosevelt to paint the 1936 election as a contest, not between 
Washington and Moscow, but between Roosevelt and the Du Ponts, 
between compassion and selfish indifference. If the Democratic 
National Committee had to choose the most effective way to spend 
its limited funds, it should have considered contributions to the 
league. 


Rich businessmen would not have achieved their positions had it 
not been for their ingenuity. They demonstrated this quality in 1936 
by finding ever new ways to aid Roosevelt inadvertently. There had 
been significant gains in recovery the year before the election. But 
when conservatives warned of an economic boom and said inflation 
was now the great danger, they merely convinced more people of 
their own callousness, and thus made Roosevelt all the more 
attractive. Such businessmen gave Roosevelt just the dramatic foil 
he needed for his role as champion of the people. That it worked 
was demonstrated in the comments many “ordinary” Americans 
made in letters to the Roosevelts. An Indiana admirer, for example, 
wrote to Mrs. Roosevelt in 1935 that she liked the President because 


“his most bitter opponents are the (Rich) the Chambers of 
Commerce Principaly the manufacturers.” In May of that year, 
Tugwell expressed the view that a sweeping attack the United States 
Chamber of Commerce had made on the New Deal was “perhaps 
one of the best things which has happened politically.” Given the 
climate of opinion, it seems unlikely that the Liberty League’s 
warning early in the election year that Roosevelt sought 
“redistribution of income on a grand scale” did the President any 
political harm. 


Yet early in the year polls showed the President’s popularity was 
low. Republicans convinced themselves, as politicians usually do at 
the dawn of an election year, that their prospects were good. One 
problem remained, however: finding a candidate. This was not as 
easy as it may sound. Herbert Hoover was eager for a chance to 
vindicate himself, but few Republican leaders—as much as some of 
them might like the former President’s philosophy—were up to the 
level of self-deception necessary to think the voters could be 
convinced to accept the man many of them blamed for the 
Depression. And few other potential candidates were available. 
There were only seven Republican governors in the entire nation, 
and only one of these had been reelected in 1934. This qualification 
made Alfred M. Landon of Kansas the “most available” man. Landon 
was, in fact, the only GOP governor of a state west of the 
Mississippi, an area Roosevelt had swept in 1932. Therefore 
Republican leaders, who wanted to shed the party’s disastrous 
image as the tool of eastern financiers, had another reason to look to 
Landon. 


Whatever image the Republican leaders might create, their true 
colors were shown by their reference to Landon as “the Kansas 
Coolidge.” The name said little about the governor, but spoke 
volumes about what many Republicans saw as the ideal chief 
executive. 


Alf Landon was no Coolidge. Actually he had a progressive record 
and had supported much of the New Deal. Such sins were 
overlooked by the GOP powers not only because Landon was about 


all that was available, but because the Kansan had a reputation as a 
fiscal conservative. He had run Kansas on a balanced budget (albeit 
with three-fourths of the public funds expended in the state in 1935 
coming from Washington, which led a Roosevelt adviser to point out 
that although the President “has not yet balanced his budget ... he 
certainly has balanced Governor Landon’s”). 


The Republican party was prepared to seek victory by nominating 
someone who did not see Roosevelt as an agent of Lucifer, but 
delegates to the party’s 1936 convention demonstrated what a 
reluctant compromise this was by cheering wildly during a speech 
by Hoover. The former President castigated Roosevelt for preaching 
“the gospel of class hatred.” The Democrat’s reelection, Hoover 
warned, would lead to “the succeeding states of violence and 
outrage by which European despotisms have crushed all liberalism 
and all freedom.” Despite several minutes of boisterous screams of 
“We want Hoover,” the convention eventually returned to the real 
world and nominated Landon without opposition. 


Roosevelt had more to worry about than Republicans, however. 
One factor that had scared him into his new, class-oriented course 
the year before was the rise of the demagogues. The Second New 
Deal and Huey Long’s death had eased the threat, but successful 
politicians never feel secure. Father Coughlin continued early in the 
election year to vacillate between attacks on Roosevelt and praise 
for him; Dr. Townsend was irate over what he called the “wholly 
unfair, inadequate and unjust” Social Security program; and the 
Reverend Gerald L. K. Smith was claiming the mantle of Long and 
the leadership of the Share Our Wealth movement. Smith, who had 
latched onto the Long entourage in 1934, after a career as a 
preacher in Indiana and Louisiana, had proved to be an effective 
organizer for the SOW Society. As such, he was an asset to Long. 
Still, he made the Kingfish nervous. This is understandable. Smith 
liked to wear Huey’s used clothing and, one Long aide claimed, at 
least once slept on the floor near the senator’s bed “just so he could 
be close to Huey.” The Reverend Mr. Smith was not likely to fill the 


shoes of Huey Long figuratively, even if he did so literally. The 
possibility that he would unite with Coughlin and Townsend 
continued to worry Democrats, though. Early in 1936 such an 
alliance still appeared capable of taking many votes away from the 
Democrats, so much so that some wealthy Republicans secretly 
financed an effort to create a Coughlin-Smith-Townsend party for 
the 1936 campaign. 


The alliance did ultimately come into being, but the Democrats’ 
fears proved to be greatly inflated. In June 1936, apparently at the 
urging of Coughlin, Representative William Lemke of North Dakota 
announced his candidacy for the presidency. The vehicle for 
Lemke’s campaign was called the Union party. It began with the 
backing of Townsend and Smith, but was essentially a combination 
of Coughlin’s organization with militant agrarians of the northern 
Plains. Lemke, a _ sincere populist, soon found himself in 
uncomfortable company. Coughlin’s fascism began to show; Smith 
never made much of an attempt to hide his. By mid-October the self- 
anointed heir to the Kingfish was proclaiming a_ nationalist 
movement to “seize the government of the United States.” “The 
democratic method is a lot of baloney,” Smith declared, “it doesn’t 
mean a thing.” 


With backers like these, “Liberty Bill” Lemke (unkind critics liked 
to say that the nickname derived from the fact that the 
congressman’s head was in a condition similar to that of the famous 
Philadelphia Bell) may appear fortunate to have won 2 percent of 
the national vote. Like other third-party candidates, though, Lemke 
almost certainly had more support than was indicated by the votes 
counted for him. People are generally reluctant to “throw away 
their votes.” In August 1936, Lorena Hickok reported that many 
Iowans with whom she talked had told her: “I’d vote for Lemke, 
only I don’t think he can win. And I’d rather have Roosevelt than 
Landon.” When the size of the Long, Coughlin, and Townsend 
movements in 1935 is considered, it becomes clear that Lemke’s low 
vote total was not the result of a rejection of wealth-sharing or 
“social justice” by the voters, but principally of a growing awareness 


of the fascism of Smith and Coughlin. Most of the discontented 
Americans who had been attracted to the demagogues in 1935 
apparently voted for Roosevelt a year later.> 


This, of course, was exactly what the President wanted 
discontented voters to do. To assure this, he needed continued 
economic improvement and a strong identification as the defender 
of the down-and-out. To accomplish the first, he instructed 
government officials to do whatever was necessary to keep crop 
prices up and to be sure that there were no large reductions in WPA 
employment before the election. The second ingredient in FDR’s 
recipe for victory was obtained easily enough. The President made a 
series of “non-political” visits to victims of floods and drought, 
emphasizing the humanitarian concern of his administration. And, 
above all, Roosevelt continued to lash at big business and portray 
himself as the friend of the working class. 


In the latter effort, FDR had much help. Landon was the first 
Republican presidential candidate to face two problems that would 
plague his successors for more than a generation: the specter (all too 
alive in the 1936 campaign) of Herbert Hoover and the question of 
whether, as Barry Goldwater put it twenty-eight years later, to offer 
voters a choice or an echo. Landon preferred to endorse the goals of 
the New Deal, but to criticize the inefficiency and poor 
administration of government programs. After following this course 
for a time, Landon realized that it looked like “me-tooism.” He then 
joined with other Republicans in direct assaults on the New Deal. It 
did not work. Alf Landon was no great speaker. (The most 
memorable line in his campaign was “Wherever I have gone in this 
country, I have found Americans.”) He denounced the Social 
Security program, but accepted its basic premise, thus alienating its 
supporters without gaining the confidence of its opponents. The 
Republican nominee went on to warn that the New Deal would lead 
to the guillotine. Landon aides insisted that Roosevelt was backed 
by Moscow. GOP national chairman John D. M. Hamilton solemnly 
warned voters that ballots cast for the President would further the 
“International Communist Conspiracy.” Republican campaigners 


informed workers that Social Security would soon be robbing money 
from their pay envelopes and that the system would bring 
regimentation to America. Such misrepresentations, half-truths, and 
bald-faced lies backfired. Figuratively, at least, many Americans 
believed that some of their rich neighbors deserved nothing so much 
as the guillotine; few Americans believed that Moscow was behind 
the President, but such stories enhanced Roosevelt’s image as an 
opponent of business. And when employers placed copies of the 
GOP attack on social security in pay envelopes, workers saw more 
clearly than ever the links between big business and the 
Republicans. 


Given the sharp class division, businessmen could be counted 
upon for fewer financial contributions than usual to the Democratic 
cause. (Bankers, who had provided one-quarter of Roosevelt’s 1932 
campaign funds, supplied only 3 percent in 1936.) Part of the slack 
was taken up by Roosevelt’s most important new ally, organized 
labor. Following the passage of the Wagner Act, many union leaders 
clearly saw the stake they had in keeping Roosevelt in office. Labor 
gave over $770,000 to the Democratic campaign in 1936, with 
nearly two-thirds of the total coming from John L. Lewis’s United 
Mine Workers. Lewis and other unionists also formed Labor’s Non- 
Partisan League to hold rallies, distribute literature, and get out the 
vote for FDR. The President, never before noted as a great friend of 
organized labor, proudly displayed a union card given to him in 
New York at the beginning of October. 


The Roosevelt campaign in 1936 mobilized blacks, Jews, 
Catholics, women, intellectuals, and independent and Republican 
progressives, to join with labor and the traditional Democratic 
strength in city machines and the South. It was a new sort of 
campaign, and the coalition formed in it made the New Deal party 
dominant in American politics for more than forty years. The 1982 
congressional elections indicated that the Roosevelt coalition has 
life in it still. 


The Republicans also introduced a new and lasting feature of 
presidential campaigns in 1936. For the first time the methods used 


to sell soap and soft drinks were tried on a large scale in marketing 
a presidential candidate. The effort to sell Alf Landon to the 
American people was extensive and expensive. The Republicans 
outspent the Democrats, $14 million to $9 million. Despite its 
failure, the massive advertising campaign had won a place for itself 
in American elections. The days of the H. R. Haldemans and David 
Gergens were still beyond the horizon, but American politics was on 
a path that led in that direction. 


For his part, Roosevelt played up the class differences in the 
election and stepped up his “us-against-them” rhetoric. In his 
acceptance speech, the President drew the battle lines sharply. 
Denouncing the “economic royalists” and “privileged princes” who 
sought to impose a “new industrial dictatorship,” FDR said that 
Americans must take away the power of the “overprivileged.” He 
warned that these people were an “enemy within our gates” and 
pledged to continue to struggle against them. “Private enterprise,” 
Roosevelt declared, had become “too private. It became privileged 
enterprise, not free enterprise.” The President admitted that 
mistakes had been made, but said his administration was warm- 
hearted and “lives in a spirit of charity.” “Charity literally translated 
from the original,” he said, “means love, the love that understands, 
that does not merely share the wealth of the giver, but in true 
sympathy and wisdom helps men to help themselves.” Once again 
FDR and his speech-writers had struck the chord of the values so 
many Depression-era Americans had adopted. “This generation of 
Americans,” Roosevelt declared, “has a rendezvous with destiny.” 
The crowd of 100,000 roared its approval. 


And so it went through the campaign. The President continued to 
emphasize class in his speeches, and the enthusiastic crowds 
greeting him almost everywhere he went reached unprecedented 
size. In 1932 people had voted against Hoover; now they clearly 
were voting for Roosevelt. People were heard shouting, “He gave me 
a job,” or “He saved my home.” The only places where FDR was 
booed on the campaign trail were in the Wall Street area and at his 
alma mater. This hurt his cause not at all. At Harrisburg, 


Pennsylvania, as at so many other campaign stops, Roosevelt linked 
himself to the Depression-era values: “Ours has been a program of 
one for all and all for one.” In the traditional end of the campaign 
speech in New York’s Madison Square Garden, the President 
summed up the theme of the campaign: The election was a contest 
between “the millions who never had a chance” and “organized 
money.” The “forces of selfishness and of lust for power,” Roosevelt 
said, had “never before in all our history ... been so united against 
one candidate as they stand today. They are unanimous in their hate 
for me—and I welcome their hatred.” 


Roosevelt had turned the presidential election into a contest 
between the haves and the have-nots. In Depression America the 
latter were obviously far more numerous. Nonetheless, the highly 
respected Literary Digest straw poll, which had been correct in each 
of the four previous presidential elections it had forecast, predicted 
that Landon would win by an electoral college margin of 370-161. 
The actual balloting, however, gave Roosevelt the largest electoral 
vote victory ever recorded in a contested election, 523-8. The 
popular vote went to FDR by the huge margin of 27,751,841 to 
16,679,491. The President had won 60.8 percent of the ballots cast. 
Landon carried only Maine and Vermont, leading to Democratic 
national chairman James Farley’s famous play on the old campaign 
saying, “As Maine goes, so goes the nation.” “As Maine goes,” Farley 
quipped after the election, “so goes Vermont.” From the other side 
of the political fence, newspaperwoman Dorothy Thompson 
remarked: “If Landon had given one more speech, Roosevelt would 
have carried Canada, too.” 


The explanation of how the previously reliable Literary Digest poll 
could be so utterly wrong tells much about the mood of the 
electorate in 1936. In many areas of the nation the people polled 
were chosen from lists of automobile owners and from telephone 
books. This skewed the poll toward upper-income groups. Even in 
areas where a truly random selection of voters was conducted, the 
well-to-do were more likely to return their ballots. This, of course, 
had always been the case with Literary Digest polls, but in the past it 


had not mattered. That it did matter in 1936 is a strong indication 
that socioeconomic class made a difference that year as at no time 
since at least the Jacksonian era. In short, Roosevelt’s appeal to class 
had worked. His huge margin of victory came largely from people— 
presumably poor—who had not believed it mattered to vote in 
1932, but now wanted to express their support for the New Deal. 
Approximately 6 million more people cast ballots in 1936 than had 
done so four years before; fully 5 million of these voted for FDR. 


The 1936 Roosevelt vote increased in each successively lower- 
income group, varying from only 42 percent of the upper-income 
voters to 80 percent of the votes of union members, 81 percent of 
unskilled workers, and 84 percent of the people on relief. As the 
poor clustered around Roosevelt, the wealthy moved their wagons 
into an ever tighter circle around the Republican party. The Du Pont 
family donated more than half a million dollars to the GOP that 
year. It did not help. Their home city of Wilmington, Delaware, long 
a Republican bastion, voted Democratic. In Muncie, Indiana, where 
the Lynds noted in 1936 “perhaps the strongest effort in the city’s 
history by the local big businessmen (industrialists and bankers) to 
stampede local opinion in behalf of a single presidential candidate,” 
the results were similar. Muncie went for the Democratic 
presidential candidate for the first time since the Civil War, giving 
FDR nearly 60 percent of its votes. “We workers licked the big 
bosses here,” one laborer told the Lynds, “... by our majority vote 
for Roosevelt.” 


The 1936 election showed that class had become, at least 
temporarily, the dominant element in American politics. On one 
class issue after another in the mid-thirties, the difference of opinion 
between Democrats and Republicans was striking. Asked in January 
1936 if they favored an amendment to the Constitution allowing the 
federal government to regulate agriculture and industry, 69 percent 
of those classifying themselves as Democrats said yes; 88 percent of 
the Republicans said no. Similar differences were recorded on many 
other issues. The reason most often cited by voters for supporting 
Roosevelt was: “He helped the working classes.” 


After the 1936 election it was clear that a fundamental shift in the 
American political alignment had occurred. The depression of the 
1890s had made the Republicans the majority party in the United 
States. Now another depression, along with Roosevelt’s attempts to 
deal with it, had made the Democrats the majority party. Outside 
the South the nation had split politically along class lines. In the 
South most voters of all classes remained Democrats, but elsewhere 
the rich tended toward the GOP and the poor and lower-middle 
income groups flocked into the party of the New Deal. Obviously 
such shifts were far from absolute. Many poorer Americans retained 
their Republican loyalties, and certainly a number of those who 
were well-to-do remained Democrats. But the shift was one of the 
most marked in American political history. It seems appropriate to 
give workers the last words on the 1936 election. “Mr. Roosevelt,” 
one forgotten man said, “is the only man we ever had in the White 
House who would understand that my boss is a son-of-a-bitch.” An 
electrician in the nation’s capital vastly overstated the case, but 
pointed up the distinction in values that many Americans saw 
between the two sides in 1936, when he said of the election: “On 
the one side is pure and unadulterated greed and cruelty. On the 
other the crying need of a lost humanity.”© 


“Wait until next year, Henry,” President Roosevelt had said to 
Treasury Secretary Morgenthau in May 1936, “I am going to be 
really radical ... I am going to recommend a lot of radical 
legislation.” Now the way appeared to be clear. The Democratic 
majorities in Congress had swelled to 333-88 in the House and 75- 
16 in the Senate (and most of the 13 representatives and 4 senators 
from minor parties were to the President’s left). Roosevelt seemed to 
be in a position to move further to the left. 


In his second inaugural address, Roosevelt indicated that new 
proposals would be forthcoming, that he would do something about 
the “one-third of a nation ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished.” That he 
could get away with a statement like this, not in criticism of an 


incumbent, but after having been president for four years himself, is 
one of the most impressive measures of Roosevelt’s powerful appeal. 


As it happened, though, the radical action the President took in 
1937 was not in the direction of new social programs. He had been 
painfully reminded in the preceding two years that there was a third 
branch of the government. His mandate from the people and the 
bulging Democratic majorities in Congress could be neutralized by 
five old men on the Supreme Court. Before he could try any new 
programs, Roosevelt believed he must protect what remained of the 
old by ending Court opposition. 


The idea was not new. When the possibility had arisen in 
February 1935 that the Court might strip Congress of the power to 
regulate the currency by negating the devaluation of the dollar, 
Roosevelt had prepared a message to nullify the decision. Attorney 
General Homer Cummings had suggested that if the decision went 
against the government Congress should immediately be asked to 
increase the number of justices and produce a favorable majority. 
But the Court upheld the government’s action and both Roosevelt’s 
speech and Cummings’s idea went unused. 


Later in 1935 and in 1936, however, it became clear that if the 
Supreme Court were not brought under control it would dismantle 
the New Deal. The background of the Court struggle of 1937 must 
be understood before Roosevelt’s proposal can be explained. 
Through FDR’s first term the Supreme Court continued to bear the 
imprint of Warren G. Harding, who during his two-and-one-half 
years as president had appointed four justices, three of whom still 
occupied their seats. As in the case of Richard Nixon a half century 
later, Harding’s Court appointments allowed his influence to live on 
long after his personal disgrace. After Roosevelt took office the 
judiciary was the only branch of government in Republican hands. 
In 1933, Republican federal judges outnumbered Democrats by 
more than 2.5 to 1. During his first term Roosevelt had no 
opportunity to alter this at the highest level. This was the first time 
in American history that a president had served four or more years 
without an opportunity to appoint a single Supreme Court justice. 


(Since Roosevelt finally did get to make appointments the 
distinction of being the only president to serve a full term and never 
appoint a Supreme Court justice goes to Jimmy Carter.) In their 
four-year administrations, Taft had appointed five justices and 
Hoover three. All this would have counted for little if the Court had 
not embarked upon an unprecedented spree of reversals of 
congressional actions. Between 1920 and 1933 the Court had 
invalidated portions of acts of Congress twenty-two times. When it 
is remembered that in the republic’s first seventy-six years the Court 
had taken such action only twice, the extent of judicial activism 
after 1920 becomes plain. As Senator Norris said, the Supreme Court 
had turned into “a continuous constitutional convention.” The Chief 
Justice also put it well. “The Constitution” Charles Evans Hughes 
said, “is what the judges say it is.” 

Confronted with the opposition of the Court in 1935, FDR had 
considered submitting a constitutional amendment either to give 
new powers to Congress or to limit the power of the Court. The 
alternative, which Roosevelt found “distasteful” at the end of 1935, 
was to follow Cummings’s suggestion of ten months before and 
“pack” the Court with liberal judges. Ultimately, however, Roosevelt 
came to realize that the problem lay not in the Constitution, but in 
the Court’s interpretations. Accordingly, he gave up on the idea of 
seeking an amendment and during the election year he said little 
about what could be done about the Court. 


Roosevelt’s overwhelming victory in 1936 was a misfortune for 
the nation and for him. Understandably, it convinced the President 
that his popularity was immense and that he could do no wrong. He 
believed the public would always be on his side. Coming now rather 
easily to identify his wishes with those of the American electorate, 
Roosevelt saw the Court as blocking the will of the people and 
decided to act. 


Without consulting congressional leaders (who, after all, did not 
speak for all the people the way the President did), Roosevelt 
submitted a Court “re-form” proposal on February 5, 1937. The idea 
was essentially Roosevelt’s own; the details were worked out by 


Attorney General Cummings. The objective was transparent enough: 
FDR wanted to create a Court majority that would approve New 
Deal legislation, but he did not admit this. His proposal was, as a 
newspaper favorable to the New Deal said, “too damned clever.” He 
moved at the issue obliquely, seeking the power to appoint a new 
justice for every one with ten years’ service on the Court who did 
not retire within six months after his seventieth birthday. The 
reason, the President disingenuously declared, was that the Court 
was overburdened and the aging judges could not keep up with the 
workload. 


What Roosevelt requested was in no sense unconstitutional. It is 
clearly within the power of Congress to alter the size of the Supreme 
Court; it had, in fact, been done several times in the nineteenth 
century. The proposal met with a howl of outrage all the same. 
Appearing to be an open grab for power that would upset the 
balance of the American system of government, Roosevelt’s “Court- 
packing” plan gave closet conservatives, heretofore afraid to attack 
the New Deal, a grand opportunity to assail the President. 


Conservative opposition was expected, of course, and in itself 
would have concerned Roosevelt little. But many moderates and 
liberals—Senator Norris, William Allen White, and Oswald Garrison 
Villard, to name a few—soon joined the chorus of criticism. The 
reasons were several. One was the way FDR introduced the 
proposal. It seemed almost as if, with his new mandate from the 
voters, the President was ready to treat Congress the way Huey Long 
had treated the Louisiana legislature. A second reason for opposition 
was Roosevelt’s “clever” approach of indirect assault on the Court. 
The Court, as Hughes soon showed, was not falling behind in its 
work and, in any case, adding judges was more likely to slow than 
to speed deliberations. In raising the age question Roosevelt made 
another blunder. Louis Brandeis, one of the New Deal’s most 
consistent supporters and a highly respected liberal, was over eighty 
and the oldest justice. Nor were senators, many past or fast 
approaching seventy themselves, likely to agree that public officials 
ought to retire at that age. 


Finally, and most importantly, liberals shared with conservatives 
a genuine fear that Court-packing would upset the American 
constitutional government. In one sense making the Court 
responsive to Congress and the President was a move toward greater 
democracy, but it was an unchecked democracy that could lead to a 
pseudodemocratic absolutism. Talk about the possibility that 
dictatorship might lie down the road for the United States was no 
longer confined to hysterical right-wingers. Many remembered 
uncomfortably what Roosevelt had said in the closing speech of his 
campaign a few months before: “I should like to have it said of my 
second Administration that in it these forces [of selfishness and of 
lust for power] met their master.” In the eyes of most Americans, 
the world of 1937, replete as it was with Hitlers, Stalins, and 
Mussolinis, had quite enough “masters.” Even those who had no 
fears that Roosevelt might move toward absolute power shuddered 
at the thought of creating such a precedent for later abuse by a 
reactionary president. George Norris wondered how he would have 
reacted if “Harding had offered this bill.” Such people doubted that 
the immediate benefits of curbing the Court were worth the dangers 
the plan would create for the future. For a task that required the 
sculptor’s chisel, it seemed Roosevelt wanted to wield a 
sledgehammer. As much as he admired TR, the younger Roosevelt 
still sometimes confused soft-speaking problems with those calling 
for the big stick. 


A crusade against the Court plan developed rapidly. Conservative 
Republicans wisely contained their urge to take the lead in 
denouncing the proposal. That job was left to Democrats whose 
motives were above suspicion, particularly to such impeccable 
progressives as Montana Senator Burton K. Wheeler. Brandeis and 
Hughes lent their prestige to the opposition. The Chief Justice 
responded to Roosevelt’s charges of inefficiency in a public letter. 
Hughes left no doubt that there was no need to enlarge the Court. 

Despite all the clamor President Roosevelt—still savoring his 


mandate—remained calm and confident. “All I have to do,” he 
assured Jim Farley, “is to devise a better speech, and the opposition 


will be beating a path to the White House door.” Before such 
pleasant events could occur, however, a series of actions by the 
Court intervened to seal the fate of the packing scheme. Justice 
Owen J. Roberts, who had joined with the conservatives in striking 
down several New Deal laws, had a change of heart. At the end of 
March the Supreme Court announced a 5-4 decision upholding a 
Washington State minimum wage law similar to a New York law the 
Court had disallowed a year before. Since the decision had been 
completed before Roosevelt made his proposal, Roberts’s “switch in 
time that saved nine” was not a response to the President’s threat. 
Rather, it seems to have been an acknowledgment of the election 
results. In mid-April the Court upheld the Wagner Act, again by a 5- 
4 margin. Then in May conservative Justice Willis Van Devanter 
announced his intention to retire, finally giving Roosevelt an 
opportunity to appoint a member of the Court. A few days later the 
Court approved the Social Security Act. If only Roosevelt had waited 
a few months ... 


But now the President’s prestige was committed, and he refused 
to give up. A bitter Senate debate ensued, with Roosevelt’s support 
crumbling. Finally, after majority leader Joe Robinson died in July, 
the President had to abandon the fight and accept (in an attempt at 
face-saving) an innocuous substitute bill to speed up the judicial 
process. 


This, it may safely be said, was not Franklin Roosevelt’s finest 
hour. The casualties were many. A congressional session that had 
promised to be one of glorious new programs enacted by a liberal 
President with an overwhelmingly supportive Congress was wasted. 
The Court scheme united the Republican party, no small feat, and 
one party members were unlikely to have accomplished without 
Roosevelt’s generous assistance. But that was the least of it. The 
Court battle saw the rebirth of a conservative coalition of 
Republicans and southern Democrats. This coalition blocked most 
liberal legislation from 1937 onward. In the midst of the fray, it 
seemed that Roosevelt had achieved his objective of ending Court 
opposition to the New Deal. Within two and a half years the Court 


enjoyed a Roosevelt majority with the appointments of Hugo Black, 
Stanley Reed, Felix Frankfurter, William O. Douglas, and Frank 
Murphy. Black, Frankfurter, and Douglas would ultimately prove to 
be among the ablest justices in the Court’s history. If victory it was, 
however, it was a very costly one. Roosevelt had gained a Court, but 
had expended much of his political capital. 


Perhaps the most critical casualty of the Court battle was Franklin 
Roosevelt’s aura of invincibility. The Court-packing defeat was to 
FDR what the Battle of Adrianople had been to the Roman legions, 
what the Russian campaign had been to Napoleon, and what the 
Vietnam War would be to the United States. It showed that 
Roosevelt could be beaten. After leaving the New Deal once—and 
living to tell about it—it was much easier for a senator to oppose 
Roosevelt again. The New Deal, what was left of it, would never be 
the same.” 
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rapid precipitation of a conservative coalition, other events 

in 1937 also served to reinvigorate the right. The most 
significant of these developments, and perhaps the most important 
change of the decade, was the emergence of industrial unionism. 


A Ithough the Court battle was the catalyst responsible for the 


The craft unionists who dominated the AFL had been slow in 
making any attempt to organize the growing millions of mass 
production workers in such basic industries as steel, automobiles, 
and rubber. Yet the widespread unrest in 1934 demonstrated the 
eagerness of many unskilled workers to organize and improve their 
conditions. American workers in 1934 and 1935 were taking 


matters into their own hands and creating a movement from the 
bottom up. Eventually, though, any movement needs leadership. 


There was no particularly good reason for predicting that John L. 
Lewis would provide that leadership. As president of the United 
Mine Workers since 1919, Lewis had demonstrated his ability to 
lead and to fight, but he had also shown little tolerance for rank- 
and-file discontents and had taken a conservative stance on most 
economic issues. He was a noted anti-Communist during the 
twenties. A staunch Republican, Lewis had supported Hoover in 
1932. One fact emerged from Lewis’s confusing past: he was 
emphatically his own man. That was fortunate, for he admired no 
one as much as himself. 


Lewis ruled the UMW as an absolute monarch. Once he had 
chosen a course of action, he would let nothing deter him. This did 
not mean, however, that he would never change course. When he 
chose a new objective, he pursued it as single-mindedly as he had 
the rapidly discarded former goal. 


As the Depression dragged on, Lewis, like other labor bosses, 
found himself far to the right of his membership. Workers were 
demanding organization and new economic policies; Lewis 
remained a Republican—but not for long. President Roosevelt was 
not the only one who heard the angry voices of workers in the 
streets; Lewis’s ears were not as prominent as his eyebrows, but they 
were even more useful, since they were often close to the ground. 
Characteristically, the UMW boss made a dramatic reversal and 
tried to catch up with his followers. Adept opportunism was one of 
the by-products of Lewis’s supreme egotism. Rising working-class 
discontent demanded a “radical” labor leader; Lewis stepped 
forward. His dogmatic nature quickly infused sincerity into his 
newfound class feelings. “I don’t give a hang what happened 
yesterday,” he once declared. “I live for today and tomorrow.” Lewis 
forgot the past completely and made himself champion of the 
American working class between 1935 and 1940. 


The unskilled workers were ready for effective organization. 
Beyond the opportunity provided by the Wagner Act’s provisions for 


representation elections and against anti-union practices, the 
reluctance of the man in the White House to use federal troops 
against workers further aided unionization of the mass production 
industries. The only sensible way to organize them was on an 
industrial basis. However, such leaders of the AFL as William Green, 
John Frey, and Matthew Woll remained, at best, too timid to fight 
strongly for the organization of the unskilled. At worst, the AFL 
officials were elitists who did not want to contaminate their 
“aristocracy of labor” with the dregs of the mass production 
industries. This latter position was strongly argued by AFL Vice 
President John Frey: “To mingle highly skilled and lower skilled 
into one organization is as impractical as endeavoring to mix oil and 
water, for the oil will presently seek the higher level.” By the mid- 
thirties, the water had risen so high that it was threatening to drown 
Frey and his AFL colleagues. 


The struggle for industrial unionism was not new. Its origins in 
the United States date back at least to the Knights of Labor in the 
early 1880s and continue through Eugene Debs’s American Railway 
Union, the Socialist Trade and Labor Alliance, the Industrial 
Workers of the World, and the Communist labor organizations of the 
twenties and early thirties. Within the AFL itself, the conflict 
between craft and industrial organizers had existed from the 
beginning in the 1880s. 


The workers were ready in the mid-1930s for industrial unionism. 
They were “pounding on the doors” of the CIO before the 
organization was even begun. The frightened bosses could speak all 
they wanted about “agitators,” “Communists,” and “radical leaders” 
stirring up the workers. The simple fact was that it was the workers 
themselves who drove union leaders to action. 


Action of a sort came in October 1935. John L. Lewis was 
determined to force the issue of industrial unionism at the annual 
AFL convention in Atlantic City. Lewis proposed that the AFL 
commit itself to the “industrial organization of mass production 
workers.” The federation’s majority of conservative craft union 
bosses voted Lewis’s idea down, but he got 38 percent of the votes, 


a surprisingly good showing under the circumstances. And Lewis 
knew how to turn defeat into victory. At the last session of the 
convention, a delegate from the Rubber Workers was speaking in 
favor of industrial jurisdiction for his union. “Big Bill” Hutcheson, 
president of the Carpenters’ Union, interrupted to say that the issue 
of industrial unionism had already been settled. Lewis called 
Hutcheson’s action “small potatoes.” Moments later, as Lewis 
walked past the Carpenters’ table, Hutcheson called him a bastard. 
Lewis replied with a quick right jab that knocked Hutcheson down 
and left him bleeding. The punch in the jaw made national 
headlines. It brought the issue of industrial unionism to the public’s 
attention. As CIO publicist Len De Caux later observed, the people 
“did follow sporting events.” A member of Hutcheson’s own union 
expressed the effect of the event on many _ workers. 
“Congratulations,” he wired Lewis, “sock him again.” 


The next day Lewis met with a group of unionists interested in 
industrial organization. A few weeks later, still within the 
federation, a Committee for Industrial Organization was launched. 
The CIO was not a homogeneous group. Old-line union leaders were 
somewhat uneasy about the young and rebellious who flocked into 
the CIO. But such rebellious workers soon pushed the organization 
on to its early, stunning victories. “Much of Lewis’ sense of urgency 
in 1935,” labor historian David Brody has noted, “sprang from his 
awareness of the pressure mounting in the industrial ranks.” 


The CIO remained within the AFL for a year. During that time 
Lewis tried to prevent a split of the labor movement. He did this not 
because he was prepared to submit to the old guard leadership, but 
because he expected to lead a huge expansion in union membership 
among the unorganized. This would, he believed, put him at the 
head of the movement and it was obviously better to lead a united 
labor organization than to direct half a movement after a split. But 
old guard intransigence prevented Lewis from succeeding within the 
AFL, and the CIO unions were suspended by the parent organization 
in September 1936. The grounds for the suspension of the unions 
were that the CIO constituted a “dual organization” threatening the 


unity of the federation and that the CIO unions were “fomenting 
insurrection” within the AFL, violating their “contracts” with the 
federation, and engaging in “rebellion” by acting in ways contrary 
to the decision of the Atlantic City convention. The CIO, now 
rechristened the Congress of Industrial Organizations, became a 
separate coalition of industrial unions. 


The first great CIO strike—against the giant rubber manufacturers 
in Akron, Ohio, in 1936—showed how rebellious rank-and-file 
laborers were at this time. It is significant that this initial CIO strike 
was launched by “native” Americans of Appalachian background, 
not by immigrants. This was no conspiracy fomented by “foreign 
radicals.” At the end of 1935, Goodyear announced plans to go back 
from a six- to an eight-hour day, with the same daily pay. The 
workers rebelled. The sit-down—refusing to work but staying in the 
factory to prevent scabs from taking over—was used spontaneously 
by workers in three different Akron companies (Firestone, 
Goodyear, and Goodrich) in January and February 1936. The sit- 
downs were successful against two companies, but not at Goodyear. 
Goodyear celebrated its resistance by laying off seventy workers in 
mid-February. The workers there sat down again, ready this time for 
a fight to the finish. One of them put the feelings of his fellows 
concisely: “I favor shutting her down!” And shut her down they did, 
although the leaders of the United Rubber Workers had opposed the 
sit-down in favor of a conventional picket line. The workers, 
nevertheless, were united. Fourteen thousand went on strike; only 
300 remained at work. 


Although the strike was a sign of how much the men in the 
factories had the jump on their “leaders,” the CIO stepped in quickly 
and gave the workers much help. Other unions also sent organizers 
and money to aid the Rubber Workers. The CIO gave the word 
“union” a new meaning. As one CIO leader has recalled, in the AFL 
days union “had only meant pot bellied grafters with diamond 
stickpins—little cliques of gravy train snobs with a corner on cushy 
jobs—high initiation fees, long apprenticeships, rituals, all sorts of 
tricks to avoid sharing the goodies.” This image was broken—for a 


time—when the CIO came on the scene. For the most part, CIO 
unions did not discriminate against blacks, women, or ethnic 
minorities. The new organization bridged the gap between native 
and immigrant workers. The common experience of depression 
came to outweigh ethnic hostilities. (Not for everyone, of course. 
Opponents of the new organization later used a tune from Walt 
Disney’s Snow White [1938] to sing: 


Hiho, hiho, hiho! 

Don’t join the CIO 

And pay your dues to a 
bunch of Jews 

Hiho! Hiho!) 


The Goodyear strike lasted a little over a month, until late March 
1936. When the company gave in on a number of demands, the CIO 
leaders urged the Akron workers to accept. The local Rubber 
Workers were reluctant, but they followed the advice of the national 
leaders. Continuing local discontent was clear from a number of 
unauthorized sit-downs after the men had returned to their jobs. 
Such “wildcat” upheavals were not to bring final victory over 
Goodyear until 1941. 


The CIO had easily passed its first test in Akron. Too much of the 
credit (or blame, in the eyes of some) for the labor upheaval has 
been placed with John L. Lewis and his associates. The key figures 
in the CIO at this time, in addition to Lewis, who had been named 
the organization’s chairman, were Charles P. Howard of the 
Typographical Union (the first CIO secretary), Philip Murray of the 
Miners, Sidney Hillman of the Clothing Workers, David Dubinsky of 
the Ladies’ Garment Workers, and Max Zaritsky of the Hatters. Their 
leadership greatly helped the organization of the basic industries. 
Another vital factor was the friendly attitude of the federal 
government. But the real thrust came from the bottom, where 
discontent of volcanic proportions existed.1 


Just how volcanic such forces were soon became evident in the 
auto industry. Automobile production brought the assembly line to 
its epitome. The line set the laborers’ pace, making them mere 
factors in the productive process, with no individuality and little 
humanity. Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times (1936) perfectly 
represented what had happened to workers in modern industry. 
Chaplin as a factory laborer has become part of the mechanical 
process. He continues to turn nonexistent bolts after the assembly 
line has shut down. A Chevrolet worker in Flint, Michigan, made the 
same point: “Where you used to be a man, ... now you are less than 
their cheapest tool.” The speed of the lines was periodically 
increased. “We didn’t even have time to go to the toilet,” one 
laborer complained. “You have to run to the toilet and run back.” 
The wife of an auto worker told how the speedup affected home 
lives: “Yes, they’re not men any more, if you know what I mean.” 
The only difference one worker could see between his General 
Motors plant and a prison was that the workers were allowed to go 
home at night. 


Complete alienation was common among such workers, and with 
it sometimes came radicalism. By 1936 the automobile laborers 
could take their frustration no longer. They demanded action, 
regardless of their leaders’ advice. In April of that year, the United 
Auto Workers’ convention elected several leftists to the union’s 
General Executive Board. The convention also refused to bar 
Communists from union office, called for the establishment of a 
farmer-labor party, and came close to refusing to endorse President 
Roosevelt for a second term. The November election of the very 
liberal Frank Murphy as governor of Michigan gave the auto 
workers in that state the encouragement they needed to strike. 


Up to that point the auto union had responded little to the new 
opportunities for organization that had opened up. As in the rubber 
industry, the real drive came from the workers themselves. Worker 
pressure forced the CIO to turn away from the steel to the auto 
industry in its national organizing campaign. As early as November 
1936, a spontaneous strike against General Motors broke out in 


Atlanta. It spread in the ensuing weeks to Kansas City, then 
Cleveland, and finally GM’s main plants at Flint. 


The CIO and the national leaders of the UAW yielded reluctantly 
to rank-and-file pressure, but they were obliged to do so for the sake 
of their own prestige. As it was, a sit-down strike began in Flint on 
December 30, 1936, in advance of the date set by the national 
leaders. The rubber workers’ sit-down tactic of the preceding spring 
had become increasingly popular. It had much to recommend it. It 
was safer and more comfortable than outside picketing, it kept 
plants shut down, and it made it difficult for employers to break a 
strike without doing the same to their own equipment. Beyond that, 
as Sidney Fine, the leading historian of the sit-down, has pointed 
out: “The sit-down strike satisfied the urge for recognition of the 
depersonalized and alienated automobile worker. Looking at the 
idle machine beside which he sat, he could believe, for the first time 
perhaps, that he was its master rather than its slave.” 


Fine’s observation helps explain why sit-downs were more 
popular with laborers than with their leaders. The latter also were 
often inhibited by their respect for private property and fear of 
adverse official and public reactions. The man on the job had less 
concern for such ideological, legal, or tactical niceties. Indeed, a 
1938-39 study of the views of residents of Akron toward corporate 
property found that rank-and-file workers had little respect for it. In 
the Akron survey some 1700 persons were interviewed. Each was 
told eight stories involving the “rights” of corporate property (and 
conversely the rights of workers). After each story the respondent 
was asked his opinion of the incident related. In each case a score of 
zero indicated complete opposition to corporate property and a 
score of four complete approval. Thus a combined score of less than 
eight (an average of less than one on each story) signified very little 
sympathy with the concept of corporate property. Sixty-eight 
percent of the CIO Rubber Workers fell into this category while only 
one percent were found in the classification of strong support of 
corporate property rights. The business leaders of Akron held 
drastically different views on the subject. Not a single businessman 


fell into the classification of strong opposition to corporate property; 
94 percent received ratings in the range of extremely high support 
for the rights of property. 


The supervisor of the Akron investigation concluded that workers 
had been moved toward disapproval of corporate property by events 
of the Depression. The laboring class appeared in the study to be 
humanitarian and nonviolent, but it would “approve violence if 
there were wrongdoers that it thinks could be met in no other way.” 
The attitudes of Akron working people toward “the rights of the 
wealthy, the ‘big interests,’ the banks,” were sharply distinguished 
from those toward small property holders. “Classes,” the Akron 
researcher concluded, were “becoming prime factors, at least in 
certain areas of opinion.” 


Businessmen were horrified by labor’s new militancy, particularly 
by the sit-down tactic. They saw it as an assault on private property, 
and perhaps the most frightening development yet in the thirties. As 
they did often in the decade, conservatives were overreacting, but 
there was a genuine basis for their fear. The sit-down strike lent 
itself to the development of a new sense of cooperation among the 
workers. A left-wing psychologist, whose observations may have 
been partly wishful thinking, noted an interesting phenomenon 
among the Flint strikers: increasingly they were saying “we” instead 
of “I.” When the strikers sang such favorite songs as “Solidarity 
Forever,” many of them meant what they said. 


The sit-down was no picnic. The strikers were separated from 
their families for long periods of time. They lived in constant fear of 
attacks by police or vigilantes. Yet the sense of kinship, the feeling 
of struggling for a great cause, and the adventure of it all made the 
experience a happy one for many strikers. One wrote, “I am having 
a great time, something new, something different, lots of grub and 
music.” 


Few of the sit-downers had any revolutionary intentions. But their 
actions had revolutionary implications. The workers’ growing sense 
of community brought those implications home to many. Strikers 
began to act as if the plants belonged to them. One striker expressed 


a feeling that must have been disturbing the sleep of many 
capitalists across the country. “We learned we can take the plant,” 
he said. “We already knew how to run them. If General Motors isn’t 
careful we’ll put two and two together.” Socialists and Communists 
were plentiful in the ranks of the strikers, should any of the brothers 
need help in arithmetic. But most of the Marxists, like the other 
workers, were, for the moment, more interested in creating a strong 
union than in pushing their ideologies. 


The occupation of two GM plants in Flint continued without 
physical challenge for almost two weeks. Then, on January 11, 
1937, a clash between police and strikers took place outside one of 
the factories. As in other such battles, the workers fought with 
rocks, bottles, and door hinges, while the police began with tear gas 
and soon resorted to pistols and riot guns. Despite the technological 
advantages enjoyed by the forces of law and order, the workers won 
this “Battle of Running Bulls.” Casualties included fourteen workers, 
two spectators, and nine policemen. No one was killed. 


Governor Murphy sent the National Guard into Flint after the 
Battle of Running Bulls. But Murphy’s motives were like those of 
Minnesota’s Olson. He wanted to protect the strikers, not evict them. 
Some of the Guardsmen showed their feelings as the strike ended 
when one truckload of the militia began singing “Solidarity 
Forever.” Agreement with management on union recognition and 
wages still proved to be difficult, and the strike dragged on through 
the rest of January. Continued stalemate might have resulted in the 
defeat of the UAW. So the unionists made a daring forcible seizure 
of another key Chevrolet plant in Flint on February 1. Ten days 
later, after Governor Murphy refrained from enforcing an injunction 
GM obtained to evict the strikers, a negotiated settlement was 
reached. John L. Lewis himself conducted the negotiations for the 
union. 


The UAW did not win everything it wanted in the agreement, but 
it was clearly a victory for the workers. The strikers’ determination 
and unity had brought General Motors to its knees. GM was able to 
produce only 151 automobiles in the entire country during the 


period February 1-10. After the settlement was made the strikers 
gathered with families and friends for a well-deserved victory 
celebration. One CIO organizer in the strike said of the celebrants, 
“These people sang and joked and laughed and cried, deliriously 
joyful.... Victory ... meant a freedom they had never known before.” 


The results of the GM strike were monumental. It was the acid 
test of the CIO. A steel organizer said during the auto strike that the 
steel workers “hesitate to stick out their necks. Wait till you win the 
auto strike. ‘Then we'll join.’ ” And join they did, in steel and autos 
and other industries. The membership of the UAW itself skyrocketed 
in the eight months after the GM strike from 88,000 to 400,000. In 
March 1937 there were 170 sit-down strikes involving 167,210 
workers across the nation. 


The most remarkable event to take place in the wake of the GM 
strike was the surrender—without a strike—of U.S. Steel to the CIO. 
The great bastion of the open shop signed an agreement with the 
Steel Workers’ Organizing Committee (SWOC) on March 2, 1937. 
There were many reasons for the about-face in U.S. Steel’s labor 
policy, but certainly one of the most important was the UAW victory 
over GM. 


It appeared in March 1937 that the CIO’s back-to-back agreements 
with the giants of the nation’s two greatest industries would open 
the way for a clean union sweep of the basic industries. The CIO, 
having been ejected from the AFL, was on its own. The future 
seemed bright. Such leading corporations as General Electric, 
Firestone, and RCA were soon brought under CIO contracts. But 
more trouble lay ahead. A number of companies, led by Ford, 
Goodyear, and Republic Steel, steadfastly refused to recognize 
unions. Nor was bloodshed over. When the smaller steel companies 
failed to follow U.S. Steel’s lead, the SWOC struck “Little Steel” in 
the spring of 1937. Sixteen strikers met violent deaths during that 
bitter struggle. 


The worst incident in the Little Steel strike took place on 
Memorial Day at Republic’s South Chicago mill. SWOC was 
attempting to conduct a legal picket line in front of the Republic 


mill. The police, who were being fed at company expense, prevented 
peaceful picketing at the mill gates. On Memorial Day the union 
held a meeting protesting the police restrictions. When the meeting 
broke up someone suggested that they proceed to the main gate at 
Republic and set up a mass picket line. As the crowd marched 
toward the mill to put this motion into effect, a small army of police 
met them. The two groups walked to within a few feet of each other 
and talked over the situation. After a few minutes of discussion, a 
demonstrator back in the crowd threw a tree branch toward the 
police. Before the missile reached them the police fired three shots 
in the air. The marchers immediately responded by hurling rocks 
and sticks at the officers. The latter then fired about 200 rounds of 
ammunition into the workers at very close range. Those 
demonstrators who remained mobile after this barrage fled across a 
field. The police pursued, continuing to shoot, and beat those who 
fell. When the massacre ended, ten workers lay dead from gunshot 
wounds. None of the ten was shot in the front. Thirty other 
demonstrators were wounded by gunshots; twenty-eight more were 
hospitalized for other injuries. Only three policemen required 
hospital treatment. 


The Memorial Day massacre and other killings of steelworkers 
showed that the labor euphoria of early 1937 had not been entirely 
justified. The 1937-38 recession further dampened the organization 
drive. Not until the imminence of war in 1941 forced it upon them 
did Ford—with its talented corps of goons—Goodyear, and several 
of the steel companies agree to recognize unions. 


There were other problems. Middle-class Americans, generally 
sympathetic to unionization in the mid-thirties, were upset by the 
sit-down tactic, which they saw as an attack on private property. 
Despite his overall pro-labor stance, in the midst of the Little Steel 
strike Roosevelt himself proclaimed “a plague on both your houses” 
(the CIO and the companies). “It ill behooves one who has supped at 
labor’s table,” Lewis responded, “to curse with equal fervor and fine 
impartiality both labor and its adversaries when they become locked 


in deadly embrace.” Then in 1939 the Supreme Court outlawed the 
sit-down strike, taking from the CIO its most effective weapon. 


Still, the success of the CIO was remarkable. Here John L. Lewis 
emerges once more as the critical figure. For millions of 
unorganized, unskilled workers he was Moses. The labor upheaval 
of the thirties would not have followed the course it did without 
Lewis. It was a genuine uprising among the workers themselves, but 
without Lewis’s leadership it might have failed completely. Or it 
might have gone much further. For Lewis’s role was that of a 
manager of discontent. As sociologist C. Wright Mills once said, 
“Even as the labor leader rebels, he holds back rebellion. He 
organizes discontent and then he sits on it, exploiting it in order to 
maintain a continuous organization.... He makes regular what might 
otherwise be disruptive.”2 


Such a mission was filled not only by Lewis personally, but also 
by the CIO as an organization. Many workers had lost their faith in 
the system. This was not often expressed in words, but the actions of 
the workers who took to the streets spoke loudly. Rank-and-file 
workers had gradually moved considerably to the left of their 
leaders. Some of those leaders—Lewis, Hillman, and Dubinsky 
among them—followed their members in the mid-thirties and 
launched the CIO. The leaders of the new organization began 
talking about industrial democracy, exactly what the American 
workers wanted to hear. Those CIO unionists who looked forward to 
the day when workers would transform society received respectful 
hearings from the rank and file; some looked on those leftists as 
prophets. 


The CIO channeled into constructive action the discontent that 
was so widespread among working Americans in the thirties. The 
achievement of the organization should not be underestimated; the 
benefits mass production laborers have enjoyed in recent decades 
because of the CIO upheaval are numerous. The accomplishments of 
the CIO probably proved of more lasting benefit to the American 
worker than did any single New Deal program. The industrial 
unions provided mass production workers with a power that could 


represent them against the previously unchecked might of giant 
corporations. Employees could no longer be fired without cause; 
their benefits gradually increased to the point where they provided 
some security for their families; and the wages of production 
workers rose to a level where many of them could claim middle- 
class status in the post-World War II decades. 


For all the horror the CIO induced among business leaders, in the 
end they, too, benefited from it. The organization directed the 
workers’ essentially egalitarian discontent into streams that became 
in time acceptable, if unpalatable, to American capitalism. The 
economic royalists found that they could survive as economic 
parliamentarians. When the decade’s class struggle subsided, new 
(and some old) union leaders rose on the backs of their members 
and made the CIO an industrial version of the AFL. The union 
administrators were generally happy to work with reformed 
captains of industry. Capitalism’s problems led to worker unrest, 
worker unrest produced the CIO, the CIO helped resuscitate 
capitalism, and a revived capitalism devitalized the CIO. Working- 
class discontent ebbs and flows with prosperity and depression. 
With the return of prosperity, unions gradually resumed their 
parochial concerns. Ultimately, the CIO wed the AFL and begat 
George Meany. 


As conservatives brooded over Court-packing and sit-down strikes, 
a more persistent issue continued to trouble them. By 1937 it 
seemed to many Americans—by no means all of them conservatives 
—that recovery had been achieved. True, unemployment was still 
distressingly high (in the double digits), but maybe we (or, rather, 
the unemployed) would just have to learn to live with that. Harry 
Hopkins estimated that year that 4 to 5 million Americans would 
remain jobless after recovery had been achieved. Production was 
now above 1929 levels, stock prices and profits were up, and many 
agreed with South Carolina Senator James Byrnes when he said in 
May, “the emergency has passed.” If this was so, then surely there 
was no excuse for continuing the alarming deficits in the federal 


budget. And what of the relief programs that were creating a class 
of lazy, dependent Americans? The time had come at least to cut 
back on relief. 


With recovery seemingly so far along (in his recent campaign 
Roosevelt himself had _ stressed economic gains heavily), 
congressional conservatives attempted in the spring of 1937 to pare 
down Roosevelt’s request for an additional $1.5 billion for the WPA. 
Although the House attached a restrictive amendment to the bill, 
the final version gave the President everything he sought. The 
conservatives had shown more strength than before, but not enough. 


In one sense it did not matter. Roosevelt had already cut WPA 
rolls following his reelection. Nonsensical talk of runaway inflation 
increased in 1937. (The following year Joseph P. Kennedy told 
Henry Stimson that he “lay awake nights” because he feared that 
“Roosevelt’s inflation” would undermine his fortune and leave his 
children with nothing. The patriarch of the Kennedy clan was one of 
the few in the Depression who could find nothing to fear but fear 
itself.) The President’s fiscal conservatism took firm hold of him. By 
August the number of people on WPA projects had been cut in half, 
leaving about 1.5 million people so employed. PWA operations 
virtually ceased. At about the same time, the Federal Reserve 
System tightened credit. All this occurred while unemployment still 
hovered around the 9 million mark, representing about 14 percent 
of the civilian work force. 


If these policies were not sufficient to bring disaster, 1937 also 
saw the start of the mischievous effects of the social security tax. 
Some $2 billion was taken out of the pockets of consumers during 
the year in order to begin the pension fund. None of it was yet to be 
returned to the economy. The result of all these misguided economic 
policies was the “recession” of 1937-38. “Recession,” in this case at 
least, was a euphemism for “new depression.” It was a term that 
would last through the Eisenhower years, despite an attempt by 
Leon Keyserling, a member of President Truman’s Council of 
Economic Advisers, to substitute “downward correction.” In the 
sixties, presidents seeking to avoid the stigma of presiding over 


recessions spoke of “economic downturns.” The contribution of 
Gerald Ford’s economic adviser, Alan Greenspan, was: “This is not a 
recession, it is a sideways waffle.” By the Carter administration, the 
public would be treated to “pauses in recovery.” The ultimate 
seemed to have been reached when President Carter’s chief inflation 
fighter, Alfred Kahn, was reprimanded for using the dreaded Hoover 
word “depression.” Kahn pledged to substitute “banana” thereafter. 
Ronald Reagan went Kahn one better in mid-1983 when he termed 
9.5 percent unemployment “recovery.” A depression by any other 
name smells as foul. 


In August 1937 the stock market collapsed again, with the Dow 
Jones average dropping from 190 to 115 over the next two months. 
Production, sales, and employment also plummeted. By March 1938 
the unemployment lists had added 4 million new (and rejoining) 
members, raising the unemployment level again toward 20 percent. 
The President did not know what to do. Charges and countercharges 
were flung back and forth. Conservatives and businessmen insisted 
Roosevelt’s “radical” policies had undermined business confidence. 
The President and some of his advisers blamed the new collapse, 
which by some measures was even sharper than that of 1929, on a 
“strike of capital.” Opportunities for investment abounded, this 
explanation contended, but businessmen were refusing to invest 
because they wanted to undermine Roosevelt’s support. 


In truth, although both the lack of business confidence and 
business desires to discredit the New Deal may have played parts in 
the new recession, most of the blame belonged on the White House 
doorstep. Roosevelt’s sharp cutback in spending clearly precipitated 
the collapse. Probably realizing this, even if he did not admit it to 
himself, the President was badly shaken. He suddenly found himself 
in a situation similar to that which had faced Hoover at the 
beginning of the decade. FDR had understandably—if foolishly— 
taken full credit for the recovery of 1935-37. In 1935 he had 
proclaimed, “Yes, we are on our way back—not just by pure 
chance.... We are coming back more soundly than ever before 
because we are planning it that way.” Like the Republicans before 


him, Roosevelt, having claimed credit for the good, now had to 
accept responsibility for the bad. He even began to sound like his 
predecessor. FDR insisted privately in October 1937 that he knew 
conditions were good. “Fundamentally sound,” he might have said. 
“Everything will work out all right if we just sit tight and keep 
quiet,” FDR told his Cabinet. Hoover probably gained no satisfaction 
from this, but he would have been justified if he had. 


As economic conditions worsened, the President continued to 
vacillate. Businessmen and fiscal conservatives urged further 
retrenchment; New Dealers demanded a return to heavy spending. 
Always favoring a balanced budget, FDR tried for a time to restore 
business confidence by promising new budget slashing. At the same 
time, however, he tried to return to his class-based rhetoric of 1936. 
In January 1938 he promised to continue the fight “to curb the 
power and privileges of small minorities.” These evil people, 
Roosevelt hastened to add, were “a mere handful of the total of 
businessmen and bankers and industrialists.” Still unclear on 
whether to spend or cut back, Roosevelt decided to follow another 
course. Egged on by such Brandeisian advisers as Assistant Attorney 
General Robert Jackson, Leon Henderson, who served as Harry 
Hopkins’s economic assistant, and the expert legal draftsmen 
Benjamin V. Cohen and Thomas Corcoran, the President attacked 
that small minority who had, he thought, subverted the economy. 
Trust-busting was likely to be popular and it might obviate the need 
for choosing between the spenders and the conservatives. 


But conditions would not allow Roosevelt an easy way out. At the 
end of March 1938, the stock market took a new and precipitous 
drop. Unemployment continued to soar. The President could wait no 
longer. Hopkins persuaded him that spending was the only solution, 
and in mid-April Roosevelt asked Congress for a new $3 billion 
spending program to expand WPA, restart PWA, and assist other 
agencies. Faced with economic chaos in an election year, Congress 
quickly voted for a $3.75 billion appropriation. Within a few 
months economic indicators were again on the rise, seemingly 
confirming the analysis of the deficit-spending advocates. These 


people were already being referred to as Keynesians, but John 
Maynard Keynes actually had little to do with New Deal policy. The 
leading advocates of deficit spending close to Roosevelt were 
Marriner Eccles of the Federal Reserve and Harry Hopkins. Neither 
was directly influenced by Keynes. Eccles later said he had never 
heard of Keynes when he first began advancing “Keynesian” views 
and that he had never read more than small portions of Keynes’s 
work at any time in the thirties. 


Roosevelt had already verbally committed himself to an assault on 
monopoly. In late April he sent Congress a_ series. of 
recommendations to curb monopolies. Congress responded by 
approving a full-scale investigation of the concentration of power in 
the American economy. The public seemed pleased. Letters reaching 
the White House after the President’s message indicated that many 
Americans who had again become disillusioned with the New Deal 
were cheered by the attack on monopoly. “The hope that had almost 
ceased to glow,” wrote a Tennessee man, “now burns anew.” 


There was little reason for such hope. Roosevelt remained unsure 
of his economic policy. Calling for a “study” of a problem is a way 
to avoid action on it. As Raymond Moley pointed out, the 
President’s request for an investigation was “the final expression of 
Roosevelt’s personal indecision about what policy his administration 
ought to follow in its relations with business.” It put off 
(permanently, as it turned out) “the adoption of a guiding economic 
philosophy.” 

The Temporary National Economic Committee, created in 
response to Roosevelt’s message, investigated the economy for the 
next three years, but offered no concrete recommendations. Under 
its chairman, Senator Joseph O’Mahoney of Wyoming, it served 
precisely the purpose Moley indicated. The next few years did 
witness a greatly expanded antitrust campaign, but this was due 
more to the zeal of Thurman Arnold, the new assistant attorney 
general for the Antitrust Division of the Justice Department, than to 
any commitment by Roosevelt. Arnold’s barrage of antimonopoly 
action produced few results (other than getting Arnold kicked 


upstairs), however, since corporations were soon able to have suits 
dismissed on the grounds that they interfered with military 
production. 


It might have been expected that the new collapse in the economy 
in 1937-38 would lead to greater discontent and demand for 
change. On the surface, at least, such was not the case. One reason 
is readily apparent. Much Depression-bred discontent was now 
channeled into the development of CIO unions in the mass 
production industries. The success of the UAW and SWOC with 
General Motors and U.S. Steel had been aided by the relative 
prosperity of early 1937. With the new collapse, manufacturers 
faced with growing inventories were no longer frightened by strike 
threats. The “recession” put the CIO on the defensive after mid- 
1937. 


The second reason that the renewed economic disaster failed to 
move the country further to the left is that Roosevelt had 
successfully identified himself with the left. To the extent that his 
decisions were responsible for the new collapse, Roosevelt was 
actually playing a conservative role in early 1937. Yet he continued 
to talk as the champion of the common man. When the bottom fell 
out of the economy, it was quite natural for many people to blame 
Roosevelt and the New Deal, the more so when for several months 
the President seemed to have no solution to offer. 


The recession gave conservatives in the Senate and the House new 
hope, but they never became a stable voting bloc. They disagreed on 
many issues and were often kept apart by partisanship. They 
generally wanted to restore America to what they imagined it had 
been like before 1933. The conservatives were also united in 
opposing deficit spending, except where it helped special interests in 
their states or districts. Thus they were unable (and in many cases 
unwilling) to stop Roosevelt’s spending proposal of April 1938. 
Similarly, expenditures for farm subsidies, no matter how large, 
were rarely given a second look by the conservatives, most of whom 
represented rural areas. 


There were, however, farm programs and, then, there were farm 
programs. Most rural representatives in Congress were far more 
concerned with the interests of large landowners than with those of 
small farmers, tenants, sharecroppers, or farm workers. The latter 
groups generally had to look to the executive branch for whatever 
assistance they might hope to get from the government. In the early 
stages of the Second New Deal, just after agreeing to the firing of 
most of the pro-tenant members of the AAA staff, Roosevelt had 
used part of the money from the Emergency Relief Appropriation to 
create the Resettlement Administration. Placed under the leadership 
of ardent New Deal planner Rexford Tugwell, the RA 
unenthusiastically continued the subsistence homestead colonies 
that had begun at Eleanor Roosevelt’s urging but had been left an 
unwanted stepchild in Harold Ickes’s Interior Department. The new 
agency also oversaw the construction of “greenbelt” towns near 
three major cities, Washington, Milwaukee, and Cincinnati. 
Communal farms were established in such localities as New Madrid, 
Missouri; Casa Grande, Arizona; and Lake Dick, Arkansas. The major 
goal of the Resettlement program, as its name indicated, was to 
relocate poor farmers to better land and provide expert advice and 
equipment. It was a noble idea, but a lack of funds prevented the RA 
from giving a new start to even one percent of the 500,000 families 
it intended to help. 


In 1937, Congress passed the Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenancy Act, 
which replaced the RA with a new organization, the Farm Security 
Administration. The FSA proved to be another noble experiment. It 
provided loans for tenants to become family farmers, helped poor 
farmers improve their land, and sought to better the conditions 
facing migrant farm workers. By 1941 the agency had spent $1 
billion in such efforts. The FSA, like the RA before it, made sincere 
efforts to prevent racial discrimination in its operations. All of this 
ensured that the agency would face increasing criticism from 
planters and their representatives in Congress. Like its predecessor, 
the FSA never had nearly enough money to have an appreciable 
effect on the massive problems of the rural poor. 


When Tugwell was placed in charge of the RA, he realized that 
many of its programs were tempting targets for conservative critics. 
To try to blunt some of the inevitable complaints, he established an 
Information Division to put out positive propaganda about the 
Resettlement Administration’s programs. One result was the 
bringing together of a remarkable group of photographers in the 
organization’s historical section. Tugwell placed his former 
Columbia University teaching assistant, Roy Stryker, in charge of 
the program. The consequence was a national treasure of 
documentary photographs of rural life, Depression conditions, and 
ultimately, of America itself. The historical section was carried over 
into the FSA, and the wonderful collection of photographs is 
generally referred to under the Farm Security Administration label. 


The FSA photographs, several of which are reproduced in this 
volume, represented an achievement that in some ways paralleled 
the accomplishments of the WPA arts projects. There were, 
however, significant differences. The photographers were certainly 
artists, but they were dealing more directly with unfiltered reality 
than were the Federal Art Project mural painters or the directors in 
the Federal Theatre Project. A more important difference was that 
the FSA photographers were not on relief. They were hired solely 
for their professional talents, not because they were without a job. 
The monument left by Dorothea Lange, Ben Shahn, Walker Evans, 
Marion Post Wolcott, Carl Mydans, Russell Lee, John Vachon, 
Arthur Rothstein, and the other FSA photographers represents today 
one of the most important collections of documents on Depression 
America. Even if the RA/FSA had done nothing else, this effort 
would easily secure its place as an important contribution of the 
New Deal. 


The same members of Congress who pinched pennies for RA and 
FSA and who usually complained about New Deal extravagance 
were less stingy when it came to large farm owners. After the 
Supreme Court struck down the original AAA processing tax in 
1936, a new bill was hastily drawn up to pay farmers for conserving 
soil. They would do this by planting such soil enrichers as soybeans 


and clover instead of the overproduced staples. This end run around 
the Supreme Court worked constitutionally, but failed agriculturally. 
With crop surpluses multiplying and a friendlier majority on the 
high bench, Roosevelt called late in 1937 for a new AAA law. The 
main problem here came not from legislators intent on cutting back 
on the administration proposal, but from farm bloc representatives 
seeking to enlarge the program. In February 1938, Congress passed 
the bill, which allowed the secretary of agriculture to establish 
acreage allotments for growers of staple crops. It established the 
basis of American agriculture policy for decades to come. Even so, 
the surpluses continued to mount. Export subsidies were authorized 
in mid-1938, but the overflow rose until World War II temporarily 
solved the problem. 


Aside from the farm bill, FDR’s only major successes in the 
Seventy-fifth Congress of 1937-38 were a housing bill and wages 
and hours legislation. Both of these trophies emerged from Congress 
already well tarnished. Despite an acute need, low-cost housing had 
never been a top priority in Roosevelt’s plans. The agrarian myth 
held too high a place in the President’s heart for him to get 
enthusiastic about rebuilding urban slums. The PWA had originally 
been given responsibility for dealing with this problem, but it 
accomplished little. The National Housing Act of 1934 set up a 
separate agency, the Federal Housing Administration, which was 
quite helpful in insuring loans for middle-class people seeking to 
buy houses or to make home improvements. The FHA was of no 
assistance to those in need of low-income housing. 


While FDR remained uninterested in the housing problem, 
Senator Wagner pushed persistently for a federal housing act. As in 
the case of the labor relations bill, Roosevelt was late in joining the 
cause of the New York senator. Unlike the labor bill, however, the 
housing measure needed presidential support, With it, the Wagner- 
Steagall Housing Act became law in the summer of 1937. It 
established the United States Housing Authority, which could make 
loans for the construction of low-cost dwellings. Conservatives had 
placed crippling amendments on the bill, however, greatly 


restricting the USHA’s effectiveness. The results of the act 
corresponded more nearly to Roosevelt’s than Wagner’s commitment 
to it. 


Although there had been overwhelming support in 1935 for the 
National Labor Relations Act, proposals to place a floor under wages 
and a ceiling over hours enjoyed a smaller constituency. The 
President himself had long favored such a fair labor standards bill, 
but two important groups within the New Deal coalition were 
unenthusiastic. Southerners feared that their region would lose its 
primary attraction for industry—its pitifully low wage scale. And 
although it might seem surprising at first glance, organized labor 
was lukewarm toward the proposal. Some union leaders feared that 
minimum wages would in effect become maximum wages. They also 
wanted to gain increases through union bargaining rather than 
government decree. 


During the early months of 1938, conservatives on the House 
Rules Committee prevented the bill from reaching the floor. Not all 
southerners opposed the legislation, however, and this provided a 
means of getting it through. Claude Pepper of Florida, one of the 
strongest supporters of the New Deal in the Senate, was in the midst 
of a tough primary race in the spring of 1938. The White House 
encouraged Pepper to speak out clearly for the wages and hours bill. 
This he did, and when he won a smashing victory in May, other 
members of Congress began to see the wisdom of supporting Fair 
Labor Standards legislation. Before conservatives let the bill pass, 
though, they weakened it. Domestic workers and farm laborers were 
excluded from its provisions, as they had been from the Social 
Security Act. Many other categories of workers were similarly 
exempted. Tongue in cheek, one representative suggested an 
amendment to the bill. “Within 90 days after appointment of the 
Administrator,” it would read, “she shall report to Congress whether 
anyone is subject to this bill.” 


The bill outlawed, at long last, the use of child labor in interstate 
commerce. It set standards of 25 cents per hour and 44 hours per 
week, which must be improved within two years to 40 cents and 40 


hours. Even such low wage standards were of more than passing 
interest to 12 million workers covered by the new law who had 
been making less than 40 cents an hour. The Fair Labor Standards 
Act was less than the President wanted, but it did establish the 
principle of government regulation of these matters. The defects and 
exclusions might be remedied in the future. Roosevelt signed the bill 
into law on June 25, 1938. 


As Congress became less tractable President Roosevelt’s patience 
wore thin. He had been especially hurt by the desertion on the 
Court plan of many Democrats he had supported. It was a poor issue 
to make into a test of loyalty, but Roosevelt “stayed mad” at the 
Court “deserters.” The President seemed bent on what one critic 
called “high school girl revenge.” On a deeper level, both Roosevelt 
and some of his advisers wanted a realignment of the parties, with 
all liberals becoming Democrats and conservatives of various stripes 
joining the Republicans. Many conservatives also hoped for such a 
change in party composition. The 1938 primaries became the testing 
ground for this attempt to sort out the confusing American party 
setup. 


Of the thirty-four Senate elections in 1938, Republicans were 
incumbents in only three, and all of them were considered “safe” for 
the GOP. (How could they be otherwise if they had remained in 
Republican hands six years before, in 1932?) Therefore any 
improvement for Roosevelt in the upper house would have to come 
from the replacement of conservative Democrats by liberals. Some 
of Roosevelt’s assistants intervened in early primaries, and late in 
June the President himself used a fireside chat to launch what came 
to be known as his “purge” of conservative Democrats. The attempt 
to rid the party of legislators unfriendly to the New Deal is generally 
considered to have been a disaster for Roosevelt. Of the four pro- 
New Dealers who were seriously challenged by more conservative 
opponents, though, three won. Southern liberals Lister Hill of 
Alabama, Claude Pepper of Florida, and Hattie Carraway of 
Arkansas demonstrated that the New Deal was not entirely 
unpopular in the South. In Idaho a New Dealer lost, but the victor 


tried to link himself to FDR, endorsed the Townsend Plan, and was 
an isolationist, which was a popular position to take in the state. In 
addition to all this, large numbers of Republicans crossed over in 
the primary to vote against the New Deal candidate. 


New Deal Senators Alben Barkley of Kentucky and Elmer Thomas 
of Oklahoma were also victorious. Clearly, it was not in the defeat 
of New Deal supporters that Roosevelt’s plans for the 1938 
primaries failed. The administration targeted five conservative 
Democrats for defeat: Guy Gillette of Iowa, Frederick Van Nuys of 
Indiana, Walter George of Georgia, “Cotton Ed” Smith of South 
Carolina, and Millard Tydings of Maryland. All five were 
renominated. 


The story, however, is not as simple as it appears. Roosevelt did 
not personally intervene against Gillette or Van Nuys. The former 
made a point of not attacking the President, insisting only that he 
would not be a rubber stamp. Van Nuys was renominated by state 
party leaders who were loyal to Roosevelt but could find no suitable 
alternative candidate. It was, therefore, on the contests in Georgia, 
South Carolina, and Maryland that the “purge” focused. Roosevelt 
spoke publicly against the three conservative incumbents. But the 
President had not added to his persuasive abilities in the South 
earlier in the year when in a Georgia speech he had compared 
southern feudalism to fascism. Liberals in the three states failed to 
come to the aid of Roosevelt’s candidates. Most significant was the 
stress that George and Smith placed on their commitment to most of 
the New Deal. They appealed to voters on the traditional issues of 
racism and state independence. Off-year elections are usually 
decided on local issues and personalities. The conservative victories 
were therefore something far short of repudiations of the New Deal. 
Although Tydings does not fit so neatly into this analysis, he too 
emphasized state independence and not being a “rubber stamp.” 


“Outside interference” is almost always resented in state elections. 
Roosevelt was, however, successful in one important House primary. 
Representative John J. O’Connor of New York, chairman of the 
Rules Committee, which had blocked Roosevelt’s desires on several 


occasions, was defeated. The President found solace in this victory, 
saying “Harvard lost the schedule but won the Yale game.” A 
comforting thought, no doubt, but wishful thinking all the same. 
The attempted purge could only help convince other Democrats that 
they could oppose the President and survive. Despite all the 
ambiguities, the failed purge was a serious political setback for 
Roosevelt and hopes for any further reform. 


The general election in 1938 brought even worse news to the 
White House. The Republicans, so recently the subject of numerous 
obituaries, gained 13 governorships, 8 seats in the Senate, and 81 in 
the House. The overriding reason was the new economic collapse. 
American voters tend to blame the party in power when things go 
wrong. Yet surface appearances are again deceptive. Democrats 
continued to do well among the lower income groups, and they won 
75 percent of the Senate races and 61 percent of the House contests. 
Moveover, many Republicans who won had to move toward the left 
in order to do so. A minimum of 40 of the 169 successful 
Republican House candidates in 1938 owed their victories at least in 
part to their (often hypocritical) endorsements of the Townsend 
Plan. And Roosevelt could justly claim to be the first two-term 
President since the one-party days of James Monroe who had kept a 
majority in Congress throughout his administration. 
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President Roosevelt sighed: “That’s that.” Indeed it was. The 

New Deal’s last major step had been taken. The domestic 
program for dealing with the Depression had ended. Remarkably, it 
had done so without curing the Depression. 


In 1939, a full decade after the Crash, 9.4 million Americans 
remained unemployed. This figure constituted 17.2 percent of the 
work force. Few would have predicted it in the heady days of 1933, 
or even in 1935 or 1936 (and many people fail to realize it today), 
but the Great Depression outlived the New Deal. This is certainly 


A s he signed the Wages and Hours Act into law in June 1938, 


not to say that the effects of the New Deal were over in 1939. 
Roosevelt’s reforms profoundly altered the United States and their 
consequences continue to be felt most perceptibly a half century 
later. But, by 1939 the New Deal as a continuing source of 
innovation was through. 


The New Deal did not, of course, wither away in 1939. Large 
parts of it remained vital and some programs were expanded. A look 
at the varying treatment Congress accorded to different parts of 
Roosevelt’s policy in the late thirties provides an indication of some 
of the fundamental problems in the New Deal approach. 


President Roosevelt had proposed in June 1937 the creation of six 
new regional development authorities, which were quickly dubbed 
“little TVA’s.” This was perceived as a challenge to free enterprise 
and the reborn conservative coalition nipped it in the bud, although 
several more limited federal hydroelectric projects were allowed to 
be completed. The defeat was unfortunate for the nation, as much 
good might have been accomplished through these agencies, but it 
was entirely in keeping with the general rule of congressional 
disposition of New Deal proposals in the late thirties. 


The “recession” of 1937-38 threw a scare into the Congress as 
well as the White House, and the President’s special message in 
April 1938 calling for a dramatic return to deficit spending and a 
rapid easing of credit was welcomed on Capitol Hill. By 1939 most 
economic indexes had returned to their relatively high early-1937 
levels. Deficit spending had proved its efficacy once more, but this 
did not make it any more palatable to congressional conservatives— 
or to Franklin Roosevelt. 


Once the emergency was passed (which, it should be remembered, 
left nearly one-sixth of the work force unemployed), Congress began 
again to tighten the reins on spending. This did not amount to the 
imposing of unwelcome restrictions on the President. Instead, 
Roosevelt joined in the new budget-cutting of late 1939 and early 
1940. He rejected the advice of economist Lauchlin Currie, an 
administrative assistant to the President, that more spending on 
housing, health, and welfare was necessary to avert a new collapse. 


The only proposal along these lines that Roosevelt made in early 
1940 was for a small hospital construction program for depressed 
areas. Even this modest suggestion was quickly lost in the shuffle. 


What President Roosevelt was shuffling in 1939 and 1940 was no 
longer the New Deal deck, but that of military preparedness. If a 
balanced budget remained a higher priority than sufficient social 
spending, defense against the fascist menace was most important of 
all. The irony, of course, was that FDR and Congress finally began to 
restore prosperity by spending on military needs at levels they had 
rejected for social needs. As early as the beginning of 1939, the 
President signaled that his quest for significant reforms was over. 
“We have now passed the period of internal conflict in the 
launching of our program of social reform,” he said in his annual 
message. “Our full energies may now be released to invigorate the 
processes of recovery in order to preserve our reforms, and to give 
every man and woman who wants to work a real job at a living 
wage.” 


What remained to be done, Roosevelt seemed to be saying, was to 
improve those programs already in place, not to devise new ones. 
The meaning of this approach, given the sentiment in the Seventy- 
sixth Congress of 1939-40, was that programs with powerful 
constituencies or a broad range of beneficiaries would be enhanced, 
while those that helped only the poor would be cut. Social welfare 
experts had long maintained that a “program for the poor is a poor 
program.” This became clear in 1939, when the Senate (in a 47-46 
vote) slashed $150 million from the President’s proposed relief 
appropriation. As soon as it seemed “safe” to cut back on relief, 
Congress did so. The Relief Act of 1939 also ordered that all workers 
who had been employed on WPA projects for eighteen consecutive 
months must be terminated. The old notion that anyone who really 
tried could find a private job seemed again to be in the ascendancy. 
The result was the dismissal of more than 775,000 WPA workers in 
July and August 1939. A survey three months later found that fewer 
than 100,000 of them had succeeded in finding private employment. 
The capital sentence Congress passed on the Federal Theatre Project 


in the 1939 relief bill showed that unpopular programs were likely 
to go the way of those that helped only the poor. The Senate further 
showed its growing opposition to relief by launching an 
investigation of alleged political corruption in the WPA. The result 
was the passage of the Hatch Act of 1939, which forbade all 
political activity by federal employees. 


The contrast with the fate of programs affecting more powerful 
interests is striking. Large farmers continued to receive more help 
from the government than any other group. Just after Congress 
slashed relief spending in the summer of 1939, Roosevelt wrote to 
Joseph Kennedy: “The silly Congress gave me three hundred million 
more than I wanted for farm subsidies.” By 1940—before the impact 
of the war—farm income stood at $4.2 billion, up from a low of 
$1.9 billion in 1932, and federal subsidies further supported the 
income of those farmers who owned enough land to benefit 
significantly. 

The Social Security System provided much-needed assistance for 
many destitute Americans, but its main purpose was to provide 
“social insurance” for the vast middle class. Here was a program—as 
many politicians have been reminded in recent years—with a 
powerful constituency. While relief for those on the bottom was 
being cut late in the Depression, programs for the middle class 
under Social Security were expanded. Payments under the Old Age 
benefit provisions were moved up to begin in 1939. In that year 
also, some categories of widows were placed under an Old Age and 
Survivors Insurance Plan. Many such widows were certainly very 
poor; some were not so poor. The former probably benefited from 
the latter being in the program. Other poor people also made gains 
because of the expansion of certain Social Security programs. The 
amount of federal matching funds available for state Aid to 
Dependent Children (ADC) programs, for example, was significantly 
increased in 1939. The fact remains, though, that by the end of the 
decade programs for the poor had come to seem once again more 
expendable than many other types of activity in which the federal 
government was engaged, and many efforts to aid the destitute were 


left up to the states. Where that could lead was evident in the grand 
totals of 104 families in Mississippi and 85 in Texas on the ADC rolls 
in 1940, five years after the program was enacted.! 


The New Deal had no climax; like the old soldier (or sailor) 
Franklin Roosevelt had always wanted to be, it simply faded away. 
This remarkable happening demands explanation. FDR had received 
the greatest mandate yet enjoyed by an American president in 1936; 
his personal charm and effectiveness were, if anything, more 
polished than before. Yet he was unable to accomplish much in his 
second term. 


The most obvious explanation was growing congressional 
opposition. This is somewhat surprising, in view of the huge 
Democratic majorities elected with Roosevelt in 1936. Such large 
majorities can, however, breed factionalism. Congressmen naturally 
resented the idea that they were rubber stamps; they were jealous of 
the growth of presidential power. In the 1933-35 period, the crisis 
was so great that few legislators dared to oppose the President’s 
program. By 1937, though, the economy seemed better and 
opposition safer. Then when conditions again grew worse, 
conservatives believed they had all the more reason for opposing the 
New Deal. 


A second-term president normally begins to lose leverage with 
Congress, since members of his party do not expect him to be again 
heading a ticket on which they will run. This process was rapidly 
accelerated in Roosevelt’s case because of his _ ill-advised 
introduction of the Court “reform.” To many on Capitol Hill, already 
upset at the flow of power down Pennsylvania Avenue, Roosevelt’s 
attempt to pack the Court raised the possibility of dictatorship in 
democratic garb. This, more than anything else, explains the 
remarkable rise in hostility toward presidential proposals from early 
1937 onward. Had it not been for the Court plan, it is unlikely that 
Roosevelt’s subsequent call for executive reorganization would have 
met so much opposition. 


Fears of southern and rural Democrats were especially heightened 
by what they correctly saw as a dramatic transformation of their 
party in the thirties. Suddenly their party was a largely northern, 
urban, labor party, interested to a degree in the problems of 
minorities. Faced with this change, it was only natural that many 
southern and rural members of the party rebelled. 


Perhaps the most important reason for the dichotomy between 
Roosevelt’s landslide and his difficulties in Congress was simply that 
it was far easier to bring together the disparate elements of the 
“Roosevelt Coalition” behind a presidential candidate—particularly 
one as politically skilled as FDR—than to get them to agree on 
specific proposals in Congress. Labor unions, southerners, blacks, 
Catholics, relief recipients, farmers, and intellectuals might back the 
same man for president; they were unlikely to support the same 
legislative proposals. 


A second explanation often cited for the ending of the New Deal is 
the growing American concern with foreign affairs in the late 
thirties. Although it is undeniable that the-growth of fascism and the 
power of Germany and Japan, the Ethiopian War, the Spanish Civil 
War, and the war in China were significant to Roosevelt, there is 
little evidence that a desire for a more active foreign policy led him 
to slow down his domestic program voluntarily. While it is true that 
Roosevelt would need the backing of many of those who opposed 
his domestic policy if he were to gain approval for an easing of 
neutrality legislation and the development of a _ military 
preparedness program, two facts dispel the notion that he made a 
trade to obtain that support: First, the New Deal was in obvious 
decline before foreign policy assumed primacy; and second, the more 
conservative members of Congress were, with a few isolationist 
exceptions, generally eager to approve a bolder foreign and military 
policy. Foreign affairs seem to have offered Roosevelt an almost 
welcome escape from the increasingly unfathomable socioeconomic 
problems at home, but international problems did not cause 
abandonment of social reform. World War II would provide for the 


American people a release similar to that which earlier foreign 
questions had given FDR. 


It is sometimes asserted, as a third explanation, that the American 
people had grown tired of the New Deal by 1937. Such emotional 
exhaustion does occur in a society, as the 1920s, 1950s and late 
seventies-early eighties periods of American history attest. Yet both 
opinion polls on social issues and the letters I have reviewed suggest 
that a substantial constituency for further change remained in 1937 
and 1938. 


We are left with a fourth explanation as the most important cause 
of the decline of the New Deal: Roosevelt had played out his hand 
by 1936. The attempt—if we may change the metaphor—to bandage 
the economic system without making fundamental changes had 
reached its limits. It was not until the end of 1943 that FDR said 
that “Dr. New Deal” had been replaced by “Dr. Win the War,” but 
six years earlier it was already apparent that the former physician 
had run out of curative medicine. Large numbers of Americans 
remained, to be sure, “ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished,” as the 
President noted in 1937. But what did he propose to do about it? 


When Roosevelt’s legislative proposals from 1937 onward are 
examined, it becomes clear that one of the principal reasons few 
new departures were made in his second term is that few were 
proposed. Roosevelt was not unaware of the continuing need for 
progress. “If liberal government continues over another ten years,” 
he told a reporter in 1938, “we ought to be contemporary 
somewhere in the late Nineteen Forties.” Yet FDR himself did little 
more to advance liberal government. Aside from the wages and 
hours legislation and the two attempts to increase presidential 
power (the Court plan and executive reorganization), Roosevelt’s 
second-term program concentrated on modifying what already 
existed: more relief spending, alterations in Social Security, “little 
TVA’s,” and a reassembled AAA. The creation of the FSA and USHA 
were not his ideas. In mid-1939 the President told Treasury 
Secretary Morgenthau that he was “sick and tired of having a lot of 


long-haired people around here who want a billion dollars for 
schools, a billion dollars for public health.”2 


It is beyond question that congressional opposition played a 
significant role in bringing down the curtain on the New Deal. 
Foreign problems and emotional drain may have served as 
supporting actors. But the star of the final act was, fittingly, 
Franklin D. Roosevelt himself. 


Those out of political power almost always seem to find reason to 
be hopeful. The Republicans’ hopes in 1936 had been groundless, 
but two years later rain at last fell on the political dustbowl through 
which the Depression-era Grand Old Party had been suffering. In the 
midterm elections of 1938, the Republicans won 81 new seats in the 
House of Representatives, nearly doubling their all-time low total of 
88 in the previous House. The Republicans also added 8 new 
senators (giving them 23), and more than tripled their number of 
governors by making a gain of 13 that raised their total to 18. This 
hardly meant that the GOP was healthy. The party lost 24 of the 32 
Senate races and still held barely 40 percent of the House. 


Signs of life in the previously limp elephant, though, were clearly 
evident after the 1938 revival. There were new faces that might 
attract a national following. Thomas E. Dewey, who had earned 
such a reputation as a crusading district attorney in New York that 
Humphrey Bogart played a character based on him in the 1937 film 
Marked Woman, narrowly lost that state’s highest office to the 
apparently unbeatable Governor Herbert Lehman. At thirty-six, 
Dewey seemed certain to have a bright future. Even more intriguing 
for Republicans looking to future national tickets was Harold 
Stassen, who was elected governor of Minnesota by a plurality of 
almost 300,000 votes after a serious split in the Farmer-Labor ranks. 
Stassen, though, could offer no help for 1940. He was thirty-one 
when he won the Minnesota race and would not be old enough to 
seek the presidency two years later. A more likely competitor for the 
1940 nomination was the new forty-nine-year-old senator from 


Ohio, Robert A. Taft. The son of the former President immediately 
assumed a position of leadership in the national Republican party. 


Remarkably, the early leader in the polls was Dewey, a man just 
over the constitutional minimum age requirement and one who had 
never held an office higher than that of county district attorney. 
When Dewey formally declared himself to be in the race in 
December 1939, Harold Ickes noted that the young New Yorker had 
“thrown his diaper into the ring.” The voters in several states in the 
spring of 1940, however, indicated that they thought Dewey had 
been weaned; he won most of the primaries he contested. By the 
beginning of May, polls showed Dewey to be the choice of 60 
percent of all Republicans. But Dewey remained short of the 500 
delegates necessary for nomination. Senator Taft seemed to be his 
only serious rival by late spring. 


Some corporate leaders were dissatisfied with both Dewey and 
Taft. They feared that President Roosevelt—whose name many of 
them declined to utter, replacing it with “That Man”—might run 
again. If he did, the Republicans must find someone who would be 
able to beat him. Perhaps they could take a page from the cynical 
course of their predecessors, the Whigs, a century before. In 1840 
the Whig party had defeated the party of Andrew Jackson by finding 
a candidate they could recreate in the Hero’s mold. With the help of 
a depression, William Henry Harrison had ridden the symbols of the 
log cabin and hard cider to victory over Jackson’s successor, Martin 
Van Buren. By late 1939 some Republicans were exploring the 
possibility of using similar tactics to unseat Roosevelt in 1940. 


Wendell Willkie hardly seemed a likely—or even a possible— 
Republican presidential nominee. His father had been a backer of 
William Jennings Bryan. Wendell Willkie himself had been a 
delegate to the 1924 Democratic convention and had worked in 
Newton Baker’s behalf in 1932. The current (1938-39) edition of 
Who’s Who in America at the time of the 1940 Republican 
convention still listed him as a Democrat. Herbert Hoover had not 
been sufficiently Republican to suit many party leaders in 1928, but 
his Republicanism was not nearly as new as that of Willkie in 1940. 


It was not that the GOP bosses did not welcome converts who had 
suddenly seen the light (they could hardly do otherwise, considering 
their decidedly minority status by this time). Rather, the problem of 
the Old Guard was well stated by former Senate majority leader 
James Watson, who told Willkie in 1940: “Well, Wendell, you know 
that back home in Indiana, it’s all right if the town whore joins the 
church, but they don’t let her lead the choir the first night.” 


If his late rebirth as a Republican was not enough to disqualify 
him for consideration for the nomination, Willkie was also both a 
Wall Street lawyer and the president of a utility company. Two 
more unpopular positions in the eyes of most Americans during the 
Depression would be hard to imagine. In fighting the TVA, Willkie 
had nurtured an image as the New Deal’s most prominent innocent 
victim. Despite all this, he had a reputation as something of a 
liberal. That just might make him marketable to the voters. And the 
very Wall Street and utility connections that might make him 
suspect to many voters provided resassurance to the men who got 
behind Willkie’s candidacy. 


These people who began working behind the scenes for Willkie’s 
nomination included Russell Davenport, the managing editor of 
Fortune magazine; Charlton MacVeagh and Thomas W. Lamont of J. 
P. Morgan and Company; Lammont Du Pont; Joseph N. Pew of the 
Sun Oil Company; Ernest T. Weir of Weirton Steel; and Edgar 
Monsanto Queeny of Monsanto Chemicals. It was an impressive 
board of directors. Joining them in the camp were Republican 
national chairman John D. M. Hamilton (who, it will be recalled, 
had in 1936 equated a vote for Roosevelt with support for the 
“International Communist Conspiracy”), Congressman Bruce Barton 
of New York (whose fame stemmed from his advertising career and 
The Man Nobody Knows, and who had in a 1932 letter to President 
Hoover called FDR just “a name and a crutch”), and the arch- 
conservative Congressman Joe Martin of Massachusetts, who would 
be permanent chairman of the 1940 convention. 


With such men as these behind him, Wendell Willkie had the 
inside track to the Republican nomination, even though as late as 


two months before the convention he did not have a single publicly 
announced delegate. In addition to his behind-the-scenes support, 
Willkie benefited from the change in the war in Europe. All of the 
other major Republican contenders were clearly identified as 
isolationists. When the Nazis launched their blitzkrieg across the 
Low Countries and France in May 1940, the stock of isolationists fell 
rapidly, if not as far as the Dow Jones had dropped eleven years 
before. Isolationism seemed much less realistic by the time the 
Republican delegates gathered in Philadelphia late in June. Just 
three days before the convention opened, France capitulated to 
German terms and signed an armistice. It was not easy to picture 
young Tom Dewey leading a nation at war. 


By this time, the Willkie operation, while carefully maintaining 
the outward appearance of amateurism, was working very well. The 
campaign had gone public in March in an issue of Davenport’s 
Fortune. In a long article (largely written by Davenport), Willkie 
endorsed most goals of the New Deal, but indicated that he could 
make it work by removing its anti-business bias. He asserted that 
the New Deal Democrats had developed “a vested interest in 
depression.” This was a politically powerful argument, the more so 
when Willkie called for going beyond the New Deal to build a “New 
World.” The Fortune issue also contained a proposed petition calling, 
in so many words, for the unleashing of free enterprise. Republicans 
liked the idea, of course—they always have. It was much the same 
plea that Ronald Reagan used forty years later. Unfortunately for 
Willkie, the memory of what unfettered free enterprise had led to in 
1929 was much fresher in 1940 than in 1980. (Certainly the fact 
that the incumbent Democrat was far more popular in 1940 than his 
counterpart four decades later had something to do with the 
difference in outcomes, too.) In 1980 a majority of voters accepted 
the argument and so had to relearn the results of Coolidge 
economics through harsh experience. 

The people behind Willkie were busy in other ways. Some 2000 
Willkie clubs, largely (although secretly) organized by local electric 
power companies, sprouted up around the country. When the 


convention itself opened, the galleries, streets, and hotel lobbies 
were swarming with young Willkie supporters, chanting “We Want 
Willkie,” and giving out buttons and pamphlets bearing the same 
message. A promotion of cigarettes or mouthwash could not have 
been better handled; the connection of Bruce Barton with the 
Willkie campaign was not coincidental. Many of the “Willkie Girls” 
in Philadelphia for the convention were in fact employees of Wall 
Street firms who had been given a week’s vacation plus expenses to 
go and cheer for Wendell. 


Despite another attempt by Herbert Hoover to redeem himself 
with the voters, the Republican contest proved to be a three-way- 
race. Dewey led on the first ballot but faded quickly, and the field 
narrowed to Taft and Willkie. Taft came very close to victory, but 
Willkie claimed the nomination on the sixth ballot. He was not an 
opponent the Democrats could take lightly. 


If the age and experience of the leading Republican presidential 
hopefuls in 1940 were a commentary on the sad state of that party 
at the end of the New Deal, the Democrats seemed to have little 
more to offer in the way of proven leadership. When the original 
Roosevelt Cabinet was being assembled in 1932-33, James Farley 
told reporters: “There won’t be any presidential possibilities in the 
Roosevelt Cabinet.” He was right, and so it had remained. FDR was 
the master of his own show and his personality so dominated the 
administration that others did not arise as clear presidential 
possibilities. What was true of the Cabinet was also true of the rest 
of the Democratic party. Franklin Roosevelt was like a sun 
illuminating the Democratic heavens, and the other stars were not 
visible while he was shining. Further, the New Deal’s alterations in 
power relationships lowered the prestige of those who might have 
been expected in earlier years to emerge as presidential aspirants. 
The primacy of the executive branch in the New Deal shifted 
attention from the Democratic leaders in Congress. The ranks of 
governors, whence many a previous president had come, were 
overwhelmingly Democratic in the 1930s, but the scope of state 


activity had become so circumscribed by the expansion of federal 
authority that few of them were able to gain much national 
attention. 


By 1939 this was clearly a problem. There had long been 
speculation that Roosevelt might break the tradition begun by 
George Washington and run for a third term. If he did, though, it 
would provide the Republicans with a powerful issue. The 
complaints that FDR aspired to dictatorship would certainly 
increase; gleeful Republicans would attempt to link Roosevelt’s 
name with those of Hitler, Mussolini, and Stalin. And what if the 
opposition succeeded? What an ignominious end it would be for 
Roosevelt’s presidency if he sought a third term and was defeated. 


The President looked for a suitable successor. His first concern 
was that the candidate must be a liberal, someone who was 
committed to continuing New Deal social and economic policies. 
Roosevelt realized that there was no assurance the Democrats would 
remain a progressive party. His two terms had moved the party 
decidedly in that direction, but eight years were not enough to 
assure a lasting association. The President’s first choice to succeed 
him was Harry Hopkins, who met Roosevelt’s requirements but was 
not popular with Democratic politicians. In an attempt to boost 
Hopkins’s chances, FDR appointed him secretary of Commerce in 
1938. The following year, however, Hopkins’s health deteriorated 
markedly and the President was obliged to give up the idea. 


Others were quite willing to run but were less to Roosevelt’s 
liking. The President’s longtime political adviser and operative, Jim 
Farley, hoped to succeed his boss. Roosevelt urged him to run for 
the New York governorship in 1938 in order to build a base, but 
Farley refused. Roosevelt began to push the idea that Farley’s 
Catholic faith would prevent him from being elected. Intent on 
ensuring that the New Deal not appear to be repudiated, FDR 
wanted to take no chances on the religious issue leading to the 
defeat of the party’s nominee. 


The only possibility worse for Roosevelt than seeing the voters 
repudiate the New Deal would be if his own party did so. The 


nomination of Vice President Garner would amount to just that, and 
Roosevelt was absolutely opposed to the seventy-one-year-old 
Texan’s candidacy. FDR was pleased when John L. Lewis publicly 
called the Vice President a “labor-baiting, poker-playing, whiskey- 
drinking, evil old man.” Roosevelt was less enthusiastic about the 
things the CIO leader said about him. 


Every time the President went over the list of possible Democratic 
standard-bearers for 1940, he eliminated all of them. A phenomenon 
common among people in positions of great authority had been at 
work on Franklin Roosevelt for several years. In the face of the 
extraordinary crisis, he had concentrated power in the executive 
branch. For a time, this worked fairly well. He encouraged his 
subordinates to be candid; criticism was accepted. But the longer a 
person is president, particularly if all decision making is focused on 
him, the more likely he is to believe in his own infallibility. 
Roosevelt came at times to speak of himself in the third person: 
“The President thinks ...” The general problem grew worse in 1936. 
By that time, Louis Howe was the only man who would persist in 
telling Roosevelt that he was wrong. Howe’s death in April left the 
yes-men unchallenged. This was followed by the election campaign. 
The adoration of the crowds on his trips and the unprecedented size 
of his victory seem to have convinced Roosevelt more than ever that 
he represented the will of the people. 


Presidential hubris became more of a problem during Roosevelt’s 
second term. He spoke for the people; the Supreme Court did not. 
Neither, perhaps, did the Congress. The frequency of FDR’s vetoes— 
505 in his first eight years—is startling when his huge congressional 
majorities are remembered. It is not difficult to believe that by 
1940, Roosevelt had convinced himself that no one else could be a 
good president; in short, that he was indispensable. Such feelings 
intensified as the world crisis worsened. 


Even if one of the Democratic possibilities could handle the 
growing likelihood of war, Roosevelt had to worry about whether 
such a candidate could defeat the Republican nominee. The 
President appears to have sincerely feared for the future of the 


country if an isolationist Republican were elected in 1940. (On 
election night when he knew he had won, FDR said to Joseph Lash: 
“We seem to have averted a Putsch, Joe.”) 


It was a delicate situation. If Roosevelt sought the nomination, he 
might be defeated on the third-term/potential dictatorship issue. If 
he were to run, it would have to be on the basis of a draft by the 
party and the people, a summons to duty that he could not reject. So 
Roosevelt continued throughout the first half of the election year to 
say that he was not a candidate and had no desire to do anything 
after January 1941 but return to Hyde Park. Yet the President 
declined Farley’s suggestion that he do “exactly what General 
Sherman did many years ago—issue a statement saying [you] would 
refuse to run if nominated and would not serve if elected.” If the 
people insisted, FDR told Farley, he could not refuse them. 


The President’s failure to take the Sherman pledge kept most 
other potential candidates out of the race, and his encouragement to 
several different men prevented any one of them from emerging 
from the pack as a leading contender. Others might orchestrate the 
“draft” at the convention in Chicago—the party was left with no 
alternative if it wanted to win in November—while Roosevelt sat in 
Washington insisting that he was not interested. God, the President 
told his chief aides, would provide a candidate. To almost everyone 
but FDR, this was all an elaborate fiction. He very much wanted to 
be called by the party and the people to serve an unprecedented 
third term. It is doubtful that he admitted to himself that he was 
manipulating the situation to assure such an outcome. 


When the convention opened on July 15, Mayor Edward J. Kelly, 
the boss of Chicago’s Democratic machine, made a highly unusual 
welcoming speech in which he told the delegates that “the salvation 
of the nation rests in one man.” Later, the convention’s permanent 
chairman, Senator Alben Barkley of Kentucky, read a speech 
Roosevelt had prepared for him, saying that the President did not 
wish to remain in office. As Barkley reached the end of his address, 
the huge amplifiers in the building came on with shouts of “We 
want Roosevelt,” “Illinois wants Roosevelt,” “America wants 


Roosevelt,” “Everybody wants Roosevelt,” “The world wants 
Roosevelt,” and so forth. A reporter traced the voice to the basement 
and found that the man doing the shouting was the city’s 
superintendent of sewers, Thomas F. Garry, acting on orders from 
Boss Kelly. The “voice from the sewer” accomplished part of its 
purpose. A _ Roosevelt demonstration was launched on _ the 
convention floor, but the delegates did not go on to nominate him 
by acclamation as he may have hoped. The next evening the 
President easily won renomination, with 946 votes to 72 for runner- 
up Farley, who showed his party loyalty by moving to make the 
nomination unanimous. 


The real drama of the convention was yet to come. A new vice- 
presidential candidate had to be chosen, since Garner was not 
willing to continue in the position and Roosevelt would not have 
had him even had Garner been willing. The President had 
encouraged the hopes of several men, but was intent upon having 
someone he could be sure would carry on liberal programs. He 
finally decided on Henry Wallace, but let no one except Hopkins 
know of the decision until after the President’s own renomination 
was secured. When word of the choice reached the convention, both 
delegates and other potential candidates were irate. Wallace was not 
popular with the politicians, but opposition was derived even more 
from the desire of the delegates to rebel against Roosevelt’s control. 
William B. Bankhead of Alabama, the speaker of the House, refused 
to bow out of the race. Jeers and screams of discontent arose from 
the floor during the speeches nominating Wallace. The vote itself 
was close, and Roosevelt prepared a statement of withdrawal in case 
the convention rejected Wallace. He meant it, at least to the point 
that he would withdraw in order to force the convention to redraft 
him—and Wallace as well. Wallace narrowly won, though, and 
Roosevelt was able to lead an unhappy party toward the November 
showdown with Willkie.4 


President Roosevelt’s strategy for the 1940 campaign was simple: 
he would act as president, not as a politician. It is, in fact, one of the 


most remarkable points about the 1940 election that both 
candidates attempted, at least initially, to act as nonpartisans, men 
“above” politics. It proved to be an easier task for the President than 
his challenger. 


The first step in FDR’s plan was taken before either party had 
chosen its nominee. Four days before the Republicans convened in 
June, the President appointed two prominent members of their 
party to his Cabinet. Henry Stimson, who had been secretary of War 
under President Taft and Herbert Hoover’s secretary of state, again 
assumed leadership of the War Department. Frank Knox, Alf 
Landon’s running mate in 1936, accepted the post of secretary of the 
Navy. It was a master political stroke as well as a_ solid 
administrative move. Roosevelt was forming a_ bipartisan 
government to deal with the war crisis in Europe. It was a sign of 
things to come. Throughout the campaign, Roosevelt used his 
position to the fullest advantage. “Mr. Roosevelt can act,” journalist 
Turner Catledge pointed out, “while Mr. Willkie can only talk, and 
talk for the most part about the President’s acts.” 


As Willkie talked—to the point of completely losing his voice— 
the President continued to act. Roosevelt toured military bases and 
new defense plants, emphasizing both his efforts to bolster the 
nation’s preparedness (making clear that the goal was to keep us out 
of the war) and the creation of new jobs that resulted from military 
spending. While on such tours Roosevelt made “non-political” 
speeches and allowed news photographers to take pictures of him 
beside tanks, ships, and bustling assembly lines. 


When the Republican nominee talked during the campaign, it was 
usually extemporaneously. The only major exception was his initial 
address at his hometown of Elwood, Indiana, a carefully planned 
statement of his campaign themes. In this speech Wendell Willkie 
came out firmly as a liberal. He explicitly accepted most goals of the 
New Deal. Any assessment of the impact of the Depression and the 
New Deal on American values must take note of the fact that the 
Republican party, including some of its more conservative elements, 
determined that their only hope for victory in 1940 was to endorse 


Roosevelt’s goals and nominate a candidate who would identify 
himself as a liberal. Willkie condemned the pre-1929 business 
structure and monopolistic practices. He endorsed regulation of 
business, government-protected collective bargaining, minimum 
wages and maximum hours laws, social security, and unemployment 
insurance. His chief difference with Roosevelt was to charge that the 
New Deal inhibited enterprise. “I say that we must substitute for the 
philosophy of distributed scarcity, the philosophy of unlimited 
productivity.” 


This was a campaign theme with some potential, but Willkie’s 
attempt to be a Republican as well as a nonpartisan candidate led 
him to move in an increasingly conservative-isolationist direction as 
the campaign progressed. His tongue grew more loose as he traveled 
around the country. After a particularly intemperate Willkie attack 
on the President’s foreign policy, the challenger’s press secretary, 
Lern Jones, produced what was to become the Willkie campaign’s 
most unfortunate legacy. Jones put out a statement saying that 
Willkie had “mis-spoken himself.” The phrase was to be heard again 
often following the campaign statements of another Republican 
challenger forty years later. 


By mid-October, Willkie seemed to be gaining strength, 
principally by exploiting fears that Roosevelt might lead the United 
States into the European war. It was time for the President to enter 
the struggle personally. Nothing, in any case, could keep the old 
campaigner in Franklin Roosevelt from taking to the hustings in the 
final two weeks before the election. It proved to be one of 
Roosevelt’s most effective brief political efforts. The President 
ignored the third-term issue, hoping the voters would do likewise. 
(Most of them did.) He reminded the nation—and particularly the 
more than one-third of it that remained in poverty—of what he had 
done for it. In a brilliant speech in Philadelphia on October 23, he 
pointed to apparent Republican hypocrisy: “The tears, the crocodile 
tears, for the laboring man and woman now being shed in this 
campaign come from those same Republican leaders who had their 
chance to prove their love for labor in 1932—and missed it.” He 


went on to tick off the list of items that Willkie claimed to favor but 
that Republicans had tried to prevent over the past decade. 


A few nights later, at Madison Square Garden, Roosevelt 
introduced the most famous line of the campaign, ridiculing the 
arch-conservative backers of the putatively liberal Willkie with the 
rhythmic repetition of the names “Martin, Barton, and Fish” (the 
last named being New York Congressman Hamilton Fish). Roosevelt 
and his supporters used this cadence throughout the remainder of 
the campaign, always to good audience effect. His best speech, 
though, was saved for last. Closing the campaign in Cleveland, the 
President recited the accomplishments of the New Deal, his vision 
for the future, and his allegiance to the working class: “I see an 
America where factory workers are not discarded after they reach 
their prime, where there is no endless chain of poverty from 
generation to generation.” 


Although both candidates had started out portraying themselves 
as liberals and each had sought the support of workers, by the end 
of the campaign the class division was at least as sharp as it had 
been in 1936. Many workers came to resent Willkie’s attack on a 
President who they believed was their friend and champion. When 
Willkie toured working-class areas he was greeted with boos and not 
infrequently found himself the target of projectiles ranging from 
tomatoes and eggs to light bulbs and rocks. 


When the votes were counted it was clear that a solid majority 
still backed the New Deal President. Willkie had done considerably 
better than Landon four years before, but he still took less than 45 
percent of the popular vote and only 82 electoral votes to 
Roosevelt’s 449. Nor was there any doubt about the continuing 
political division along class lines. An American Institute of Public 
Opinion survey conducted after the election found that 80 percent 
of those on relief had voted for Roosevelt, as had 60 percent of 
those who said they would be able to survive without relief for one 
month or less if they lost their jobs. At the other end of the wealth 
scale, those who said they could survive without relief for from 
three years to forever split 61-39 percent for Willkie. Political 


analyst Samuel Lubell found even more striking evidence of class- 
based political divisions. In every city in which Lubell interviewed 
voters, Roosevelt received an overwhelming share of the vote in 
wards with average rentals below $45 per month. In areas with 
typical rents above $60 per month, the Democratic vote dropped 
sharply. A UAW member in Detroit put the reason succinctly: “I'll 
say it even though it doesn’t sound nice. We’ve grown class 
conscious.” 


So had the more well-to-do (although they had always tended to 
be more class conscious than workers). As Henry Steele Commager 
once noted of Roosevelt’s four victories, “On each occasion, the 
majority of the wise, the rich and the well-born voted the other 
way.” The continuation of this political split between rich and poor 
in 1940 helped immeasurably to assure that the New Deal coalition 
that had coalesced in 1936 would continue to dominate American 
politics for years to come.5 


The military buildup of 1940-41 did more to revive American 
industry and reduce unemployment than had any New Deal 
program. This is not, though, the reproach of Roosevelt’s policies 
that it may seem. It simply means that the deficit-spending, 
“demand-side” approach that the New Deal had used timidly was 
shown to work when employed boldly. Rather than representing a 
reversal of the New Deal prescription, the military spending of 1940 
and subsequent years represented a much larger dose of the same 
medicine. 


The cure did not come quickly. The 1940 average for 
unemployment was 8.1 million (14.6 percent of the work force), and 
even in 1941 as the defense industries moved into high gear, the 
mean unemployment rate was 9.9 percent, representing 5.6 million 
jobless people who wanted to work. Industrial production, which 
had surpassed its 1929 level just before the 1937-38 recession, 
soared 30 percent above its 1929 level in 1941. 


All of this might be taken to indicate that Adolf Hitler was more 
responsible for ending the Great Depression in the United States 


than Franklin Roosevelt was. In a roundabout way, such an 
argument is correct. The Nazi threat induced Roosevelt at last to let 
go enough of his insistence on trying to balance the budget so that 
the Keynesian prescription was finally allowed to work. The last 
irony of the Depression era is that Hitler, in a very indirect sense, 
saved the reputation of the New Deal and the Roosevelt presidency. 
Without the military boom in response to the German war machine, 
Roosevelt’s presidency would probably have been remembered as 
compassionate and helpful but ineffective in solving the 
fundamental problems of the Depression. This in no sense means 
that the Depression could not have been solved without the threat of 
war, but that it took the danger to convince Roosevelt and the 
Congress to spend at the level necessary to bring about recovery. 


Although 1941 was a year dominated by the concerns of war 
abroad and the growing likelihood that the United States would be 
drawn into the conflict, it was also very much a year of the 
Depression. While people were encouraged by the trend back 
toward prosperity, they generally remained fearful that it would not 
continue. In response to a national survey in the summer of 1941 
that asked if the respondent was financially “better off or worse off 
than last year,” only 30 percent answered “better,” 20 percent said 
“worse,” and fully one-half said “the same.” The source of the boom, 
after all, was clear for all to see, and it appeared unlikely to outlast 
the military crisis. The nation seemed to be faced by the horrible 
choice of war or depression. 


There was no longer much talk of reform in 1941. More 
immediate problems had to be faced. This did not mean that there 
was any significant change in the Depression-era values. Certainly 
there was an increase in patriotic themes in popular culture in the 
last years of the Depression. But the American values that were 
emphasized in such successful films as Sergeant York (1941) were, in 
important respects, similar to those of the earlier social films of the 
thirties. Gary Cooper as Alvin York has a religious experience that 
leads him to oppose greed and violence and return love to those 
who wrong him. York opposes war and seeks conscientious objector 


status when he is drafted to fight in World War I. After a long talk 
with an officer who tells him that pacifism is a good thing, but 
sometimes it is necessary to fight to protect what we believe in, 
York decides to join the Army and becomes a hero by saving lives. 
Sergeant York does not abandon Depression-era values, but marks a 
transition by showing viewers that under some circumstances war 
may be compatible with those values—in fact, fighting may be 
necessary to defend them. Nor was there any decline in the 
popularity of movies with a direct social message, such as the 
previously discussed Grapes of Wrath (1940) and How Green Was My 
Valley (1941). 


It is clear that the Depression-bred moral economic values 
remained strong in 1940-41. A Gallup poll in May 1941 found that 
a cross section of Americans believed by more than a 2-1 margin 
that “there is too much power in the hands of a few rich men and 
large corporations in the United States.” If those values declined in 
the early 1940s, it was after the Depression had ended. And there is 
no imprecision about when that took place. The Great Depression is 
one of the most neatly demarcated events in our history. It began in 
New York City on a series of days in October 1929, and decisively 
ended on December 7, 1941, near Honolulu. 


American participation in World War II began in the frame of 
reference of the Depression-era values, as our entry into the First 
World War had taken place in the context of progressivism. If the 
first war was fought with idealist expectations that led to rapid 
disillusionment, the second war was fought in a way more in 
keeping with the “practical idealism” of the Depression. 
Expectations of bringing about the millennium were lower in the 
1940s, but there was a much more certain feeling that we were on 
the side of right, on the side of the values that had reemerged in the 
1930s. 


This meant that there was an attempt to keep the spirit of 
liberalism alive during World War II, as exemplified by Harry 
Hopkins, Vice President Henry Wallace, and such congressional 
liberals as Senator Robert Wagner, in the hope that the values of the 


thirties could be revived after the conflict ended. Some liberals, such 
as Rex Tugwell, in fact, hoped that the war might help to advance 
their cause. Perhaps it would lead to a greater sense of cooperation, 
a further decline in individualism, and greater government direction 
of the economy. It did. Some redistribution of income was achieved 
during the war as a result of full employment and high taxes on the 
upper income brackets. The economy was brought under more 
government control than at any other time in American history. 
Maximum prices and rents were administered by government 
agencies. Unions became more powerful than ever before. 


But just as World War I had killed the Progressive Era’s spirit of 
sacrifice, the second war stretched beyond their limits the capacities 
of most Americans for selflessness. Although the cooperative spirit 
of the war led some liberals to be more self-assured than they had 
been before, conservatives were becoming more prominent in 
Washington. Such men as Henry Stimson, James Byrnes, Edward 
Stettinius, and Dean Acheson were far less concerned with social 
issues than had been the New Dealers of the previous decade. 
Various New Deal agencies—the Civilian Conservation Corps, the 
Works Projects Administration, and the National Youth 
Administration—expired during the war. In order to promote 
efficient production, big-business leaders were given a voice in 
policymaking that they had not enjoyed since the early thirties. 
Some liberals remained hopeful, but Archibald MacLeish spoke for 
many when he wrote in 1944: “It is no longer feared, it is assumed, 
that the country is headed back to normalcy, that Harding is just 
around the corner, that the twenties will repeat themselves.” 


It was not to be that bad. Harry Truman, not Warren Harding, 
was just around the corner, and a few more reforms were added in 
the later forties. The Employment Act of 1946 committed the 
American government to a Keynesian countercyclical policy. But it 
took the turn of only one more corner to find Richard Nixon and Joe 
McCarthy. If the fifties were not the twenties reborn, they were 
certainly a new age of materialism and egoism. As with previous 
eras of reform, though, the Great Depression left a legacy that could 


not be wiped out in the subsequent period of reversion to self- 
centeredness. It remained an inheritance for America that endures 
into the 1980s. 
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dramatic change in the course of American history. Questions 

concerning the nature of that change remain open. The writing 
of history is a process of simplification; it becomes art when it 
avoids oversimplification and makes the complex flow of events 
comprehensible. Imposing clarity and order where there was in fact 
confusion is necessary, but it can be misleading. Academic observers 
of the New Deal, for example, have sought coherent patterns in the 
Roosevelt programs. They have come up with such explanations of 
the New Deal policies as the division of them into the “three R’s”: 
Relief, Recovery, and Reform; or into ideologically distinct First and 


E is obvious that the Great Depression of the 1930s marked a 


Second New Deals. The First New Deal has been said to have 
emphasized planning and the Second New Deal has been identified 
as a turn back toward restoring a competitive economy. 


None of this has ever seemed quite satisfactory—and with good 
reason. We have tried to fit both Roosevelt and the American people 
into coherent intellectual and ideological categories. Neither the 
President nor most of the people were intellectuals; nor were they 
ideological. Franklin D. Roosevelt was, as I have emphasized 
repeatedly in this volume, a politician. The digestion of that simple 
fact makes understanding an admittedly complex man and a 
complex era considerably more manageable. For one thing, it means 
that an understanding of Depression America is to be found more in 
the values of the people than in the philosophy of a leader. This is in 
no sense to deny the importance of Franklin Roosevelt. It is only to 
point out that the political context in which he operated in the 
1930s—that is, the changing mix of American values in the 
Depression—was of even more significance than was Roosevelt 
himself. FDR was so dominant and important in the Depression 
decade precisely because his leadership meshed with the moral 
economic values of American society in those years. 


All that said, though, it is necessary to review the impact of the 
two Depression-era Presidents before we return to the values of the 
time and the ways in which they have affected us in the last half 
century. That presidential leadership was of tremendous significance 
is shown by even the most casual comparison of the mood of the 
country under Herbert Hoover with that after Roosevelt took office. 
It is beyond doubt that without Roosevelt, the history of the 1930s 
would have been vastly different. It is nearly as certain that the 
subsequent development of the United States would have been 
altered in important ways. If one imagines—it requires a great leap 
of imagination—a Hoover victory in 1932, or that another 
Democrat, say John Nance Garner, had become president in 1933, it 
is difficult to picture anything like what happened in the remainder 
of the thirties. No other American political figure in this century has 
had an impact as great as that of FDR. 


One of the critical differences between Hoover and Roosevelt was 
hinted at in mid-1982 when, in the face of a new economic decline, 
Treasury Secretary Donald Regan explained why he always tried to 
be “bullish on America.” “If you do not offer people a ray of hope,” 
said the former chairman of Merrill Lynch, “if you don’t offer them 
the promise that things will get better, then you have got no chance 
of success.” It was not that Herbert Hoover did not try to offer hope 
of better things, it was rather that he was unable to do so in a 
credible fashion. Roosevelt had the ability to restore hope. This was 
partly a difference of style and personality, but it also reflected a 
more fundamental difference between the men. The difference was, 
most simply, that Hoover was an ideologue (the last such to be 
elected president until Ronald Reagan, although Hoover’s ideology 
was quite different from Reagan’s) and Roosevelt was a pragmatist. 
Hoover was greatly concerned with intellectual consistency; 
Roosevelt was eclectic. This did not mean that FDR was a crass, 
unprincipled politician. He was a “commonsense idealist”’—two 
qualities he often associated. One of the factors that made Roosevelt 
a great leader was that his beliefs so neatly coincided with popular 
values in the thirties. For a good politician, principle must usually 
yield to expediency. But during the Depression, the two frequently 
coincided. What was good, decent, fair, and just—what was 
“right”—was also what a majority of people wanted and, hence, 
what was expedient. 


Roosevelt was self-centered, but genuinely concerned with others. 
To close associates, the President even referred to himself as “Papa.” 
Like any affectionate father, Roosevelt sought to help those 
entrusted to his care. After saying something that hurt one of his 
subordinates (which he did rather frequently), he would usually 
telephone the injured party and have a soothing chat. On one 
occasion in 1935 at Warm Springs, Roosevelt waved aside a 
wheelchair and walked down a ramp in front of other patients. It 
took great strength and will to withstand the pain this must have 
caused, but Roosevelt apparently believed that it would be 
encouraging to the other disabled people. His concern for others 


seems to have been the result of a combination of noblesse oblige 
and the effects of his own struggle with polio. 


Despite his exceptional political ability and his verbal capacity to 
hurt those around him, Roosevelt was usually a humane man. He 
was even, in his own way, something of a moralist, who could on 
one level play dirty politics with the best of them, but on another 
liked to believe in the basic goodness of people. At times he almost 
seemed innocent, a naive optimist. He had great faith that he was 
doing the best he could. He could rationalize his own or 
subordinates’ tactical sleight of hand because he was confident that 
the end would be the advancement of the American people (and, of 
course, of himself). FDR’s confidence in his own ability and in 
human capacity in general led him to reject the notion that 
depressions are inevitable. Economic laws, Roosevelt said in a 1932 
speech, are made by human beings, not nature. Something could be 
done; it must be done. 


The paradoxical combination of  self-centeredness and 
humanitarian concern that Roosevelt exhibited led to an 
extraordinarily personal government. Establishing, through radio 
contact and the feedback of letters from the public, a kind of 
“intimacy” with the public, Roosevelt saw himself as the one true 
spokesman for the American people. Roosevelt’s personal 
government established a bad precedent, but in 1933 and the years 
immediately following, it was one of the few things that could have 
given people the will to carry on. 


From the start, FDR began to centralize power. He made all 
important decisions himself. A White House clerk calculated that 
Roosevelt made thirty-five or more decisions for every one Coolidge 
had made. Instead of giving anti-Depression tasks to old, 
constitutionally oriented departments, FDR created new 
“emergency” agencies, which were more firmly under his control. 
Among the problems this practice led to was that creating new 
agencies became at times an end in itself, a way to avoid solving 
problems. The new agencies also started an almost uncontrolled 
growth of bureaucracy, which accelerated during World War II. 


Under Roosevelt, at least, a personal touch served to somewhat 
humanize what would otherwise have been (and what would soon 
become) an unfeeling federal bureaucracy. 


The burgeoning executive branch worked better under Roosevelt 
than it would in later years. This was due in part to the President’s 
accessibility. He was always willing to hear new ideas; he constantly 
sought sources of information outside the normal channels. 
Roosevelt’s seeming readiness to listen to any idea opened the 
floodgates for new thoughts and new thinkers. Intellectuals took on 
an importance in the White House that they had not enjoyed since 
the days before Jackson, when Jefferson and the Adamses 
themselves fit into that category. Even Woodrow Wilson, himself a 
professor, had not given intellectuals the prominence they had in 
the New Deal. 


Indeed, one of Franklin Roosevelt’s most remarkable 
achievements was to bring together political currents that had been 
antagonistic throughout most of American history. Theodore 
Roosevelt had begun to blend Hamiltonian means into Jeffersonian 
ends; Franklin Roosevelt carried this combination much further. 
More significant, though, was FDR’s combination of Jefferson and 
Jackson, or even John Quincy Adams and Jackson. The antagonism 
between the Jacksonian “common man” and the intellectual elite 
that Jackson associated with Adams in the 1828 campaign had 
become deeply embedded in American politics during the ensuing 
century. By employing intellectual advisers to try to reach 
Jacksonian ends, Franklin Roosevelt brought together the plowman 
and the professor. This was no easy feat. Although many 
intellectuals had joined the progressive movement earlier in the 
twentieth century, the elite educational institutions remained 
staunchly conservative when FDR took office. When he returned as 
President for visits to Groton, Roosevelt was greeted with a 
formality that could not conceal the hostility of both students and 
alumni. The catcalls that met Roosevelt at Harvard during a 1936 
campaign visit have already been mentioned. And when Brain 
Truster Adolf A. Berle was asked to speak at the twenty-fifth reunion 


of his class at the Harvard Law School in 1941, his classmates 
shouted him down. Berle was not even able to finish his talk. 


Yet such hostile receptions for Roosevelt and his aides at exclusive 
schools were more a reflection of upper-class hostility to the New 
Deal than of intellectual disaffection. Like so many other departures 
of the Roosevelt years, the marriage of intellectuals to liberalism 
was to continue for decades after the New Deal ended. The 
association had become so nearly complete by the 1960s that it may 
be hard for many readers to imagine that it was ever otherwise. But 
it was, and the alliance of intellectuals and the poor that seems so 
natural today was another of FDR’s’_ contributions. The 
“establishment” of the 1930s was anything but liberal, but 
Roosevelt’s actions convinced bright young people that government 
should be active and humane. This was the source of the “liberal 
establishment” that irked conservatives in later decades. 


President Roosevelt’s use of intellectual advisers went hand in 
hand with his centralization of decision making and concentration 
of power at the federal level and in the executive branch. The 
growth in presidential power during the New Deal marked the start 
of the modern presidency. The basis was there in the powers used 
by Lincoln, the first Roosevelt, and Wilson, but FDR was an activist 
president to a degree that went far beyond these predecessors. 
Beginning with Roosevelt, presidents have been expected to take a 
prominent role in the legislative process, to present a “program” to 
Congress. The person of the president as leader, the man on 
horseback, came to be the sine qua non of paternalist liberals. 
Tugwell clearly stated the importance of the leader to liberals of this 
stripe: Subordinates had to go along with Roosevelt even if they did 
not agree with him. “Nothing could be done at all unless we hung 
together under a leader ... we had no real right to make judgments.” 


One result of Roosevelt’s utter dominance of American liberalism 
was that no other leader could emerge from his shadow. “No head 
rose high enough and big enough,” Frances Perkins recalled, “... to 
offer any alternative.” The consequences of this went far beyond the 
third-term question in 1940. After Roosevelt’s death in 1945 liberals 


drifted for years, awaiting a new leader of his style and stature. 
They thought that they could accomplish little without such a 
dashing champion. Although many liberals believed they had found 
a new leader, worthy of the FDR tradition, in Adlai Stevenson, it 
was not until 1960 that a “new FDR” emerged from the unlikely 
source of Joseph Kennedy’s family. 


Economic problems were, of course, paramount in the 1930s. 
Although Franklin Roosevelt’s lack of classical economic knowledge 
opened him to new ideas, he never came to understand the new 
economics that was emerging all around him in the decade. Since at 
least 1928 the assumptions of laissez-faire economics had been 
under attack. In that year William Trufant Foster and Waddill 
Catchings published their popular economic volume, The Road to 
Plenty. In it they indicated that when business declined, government 
intervention in the economy was necessary in order to place in the 
hands of consumers a sufficient amount of money to buy what was 
being produced. In the boom of 1928 few took heed. After the 
Crash, though, Foster’s theories seemed to deserve a hearing. His 
advice to government was simple and would have been effective: 
increase government spending and tax away some of the surplus 
income of the rich. Foster’s most telling argument was that everyone 
knew “what would happen if war were declared today.” Billions 
would be spent and the Depression would be over. Why wait for a 
military war, Foster asked, when we could achieve the same end by 
fighting famine. Neither Hoover nor Roosevelt ever quite believed 
that the nation could spend itself into prosperity, and in the end it 
took the war to which Foster had alluded to prove his point. 


Foster’s ideas were adopted by Utah banker Marriner Eccles. After 
Roosevelt appointed Eccles as a governor of the Federal Reserve 
System in 1934, spending had an effective advocate close to the 
President. Eccles’s importance grew in 1935, but Roosevelt 
remained firm in his belief that a balanced budget must be achieved 
as soon as possible. 


Meanwhile, there was a _ simultaneous battle within the 
administration between those, like Tugwell, who advocated 
planning, and disciples of Louis Brandeis, who sought a restoration 
of competition. The latter’s views gained somewhat after the NRA 
failed. The main backers of this approach (aside from the aged 
Justice Brandeis himself) were Felix Frankfurter of the Harvard Law 
School and the “little hot dogs” he sent to Washington. Among these 
former Frankfurter students, the most important were Thomas G. 
Corcoran and Benjamin V. Cohen. Their thrusts against 
concentration were reflected in the Wheeler-Rayburn bill and the 
tax policies of the administration from 1935 onward, Roosevelt’s 
verbal assault on monopoly in 1938, and Thurman Arnold’s antitrust 
suits in the closing years of the Depression. 


This switch from the Berle-Tugwell position to the Brandeis- 
Frankfurter view is often cited as the ideological shift of the First to 
the Second New Deal. For the intellectuals involved, no doubt there 
was an ideological change. But Roosevelt and such nonideological 
aides as Hopkins and Ickes had no trouble getting along with both 
groups. This was because these men represented the essence of the 
New Deal: a humane, cooperative impulse that was not ideological. 
This was the general mood of the public as well. Roosevelt, the 
compassionate politician, naturally favored this concept of a better 
deal, too. He was willing to join with the “hot dogs” after the Blue 
Eagles failed, particularly since the Brandeisians’ anti-big business 
attitudes seemed to fit the public mood and, hence, would be 
politically useful. 


Thus, working- and many middle-class Americans, Hopkins, Ickes, 
and to a large extent Roosevelt himself found a common cause. The 
planners and competitors also favored greater equality, but each in 
their own separate ways. The Brandeisians seem to have been closer 
to the popular feeling of the mid-thirties, which naturally enough 
sought its equality, if possible, with a large dose of individual 
freedom. 


As spending increased in 1935, some observers believed they 
discerned the hand of John Maynard Keynes at work. Keynes’s 


theories on using fiscal and monetary policies to cool overheated 
economies and to warm cooling ones were similar to the ideas of 
Foster and Catchings. But Roosevelt never accepted the idea, no 
matter who offered it. There is little doubt that a full-scale 
Keynesian program could have ended the Depression. The fact 
remains, though, that it was only at the height of the war, in 1943, 
that average unemployment for the year finally dipped below its 
1929 level. The moral of the story seemed clear enough: If warfare 
means prosperity, Foster, Eccles, and Keynes were right. We could 
spend our way out of depression. The lesson was learned well. 
Military spending helped keep us out of depression from the early 
forties to the beginning of the eighties. (There were, of course, many 
other reasons for the relative prosperity of the post-World War II 
period, including cheap energy, a backlog of savings, growing 
consumer demand, new _ industries, and low _ inflation.) 
Unfortunately, this was less than half of the Keynesian prescription. 
It could—and did—become politically popular to spend, but what 
was to be done when the economy overheated? Keynes called for a 
reversal of the fiscal and monetary policies he prescribed for bad 
times. But what politician would vote for collecting more in taxes 
than the government was spending? 


Roosevelt and other traditionalists had been right in their feeling 
that large deficits could not continue forever. Although the fear of 
inflation had been ludicrous in 1937, sooner or later it would 
become a problem if deficits were not compensated for. When a 
man from Texas who pictured himself as a new Roosevelt took over 
in the 1960s and tried to outdo his idol in lavish domestic programs, 
fight a war at the same time, and not raise taxes to pay for it, 
inflation finally did become a major problem. 


Yet despite Lyndon Johnson’s overheating of the economy, 
inflation had risen to an annual rate of only 4.7 percent when he left 
office in 1969. The really serious, runaway inflation of the 1970s 
began only with the combination of the Arab oil embargo of 1973- 
74 (and the consequent leap in energy prices) with Richard Nixon’s 
huge grain sales to the Soviet Union, which contributed 


substantially to a 20 percent jump in food prices in 1973. These 
pressures added spectacularly to the inflationary flames Johnson’s 
deficits had kindled. The Organization of Petroleum Exporting 
Countries threw more of their oil on the fire in 1979, when energy 
prices shot upward by another 37 percent. In so doing, OPEC joined 
with the efforts of one of its members, Iran, to complete the 
discrediting of Jimmy Carter and pave the way for the election of a 
man committed to dismantling the New Deal and returning, as much 
as possible, to the days of Calvin Coolidge. 


It is an extraordinary irony that the first firm ideological 
opponent of the New Deal and Keynesianism to occupy the White 
House since Franklin Roosevelt was the one who finally created a 
deficit so large that it exacerbated an already bad economy and 
brought on a serious collapse. There can be no question that Ronald 
Reagan’s economic policies of drastic tax cuts combined with 
increased spending (although shifted from social programs to the 
military) and tight money were a major cause of the “recession” of 
the early 1980s, easily the worst such economic disaster since the 
Great Depression. Plainly it was more than coincidence that the 
increase in unemployment began in precisely the same month (July 
1981) that Reagan’s economic program was enacted. Ronald Reagan 
performed the striking feat of demonstrating anew that “supply- 
side” (i.e., Coolidge-Mellon) economics does not work and at the 
same time showing that excessive use of one side of the Keynesian 
formula (deficit spending) can lead to disaster. 


In fact, Keynesianism had offered a temporary way out of the 
Depression, but by itself it could provide no permanent solution. 
The fundamental problem in the economy remained maldistribution 
of income. That maldistribution continues to be severe, but as the 
following table indicates, there were some significant changes in 
income distribution in the United States between 1929 and 1981. 
There were important reductions in the shares going to the top 5 
percent and the top 20 percent. Most of these declines in the relative 
positions of the richest Americans took place during the Great 
Depression and World War II, with less dramatic drops being 


registered in the 1960s. Interestingly, though, the redistribution 
from the top fifth went mostly to the second and third fifths; to the 
middle class. The shares going to the lower two income fifths 
increased somewhat during World War II, but have not improved 
since. Although the poorest Americans have not benefited greatly, it 
is reasonable to conclude that the redistribution from the richest to 
the middle-income brackets helped sustain purchasing power in the 
postwar years of relative prosperity. As the table shows, Ronald 
Reagan’s 1981 imitation of Andrew Mellon’s tax cuts favoring the 
rich reversed this beneficial trend, and did so quite intentionally. 


The apparent vindication of Keynesianism in World War II led to 
its rapid conquest of the field. Unmodified laissez faire nearly 
expired in the Roosevelt years. Some Republicans continued 
thereafter to hold aloft the tattered banner of the unfettered 
marketplace, but Eisenhower made no attempt to dismantle the New 
Deal, Goldwater was crushed when he suggested he might try, and 
Nixon shocked many when he announced in 1971 that he was a 
Keynesian. Even Ronald Reagan ran into firm opposition when he 
attempted to tamper with the more basic parts of the New Deal 
legacy, such as Social Security. And Reagan himself—although he 
would never admit it—used Keynesianism when he induced a 
recession to curb inflation. Oddly, although Roosevelt never became 
a Keynesian, his administration created a new orthodoxy, of which 
conscious government use of fiscal and monetary policy was a 
primary part. 


PERCENTAGE SHARE OF MONEY INCOME 
RECEIVED BY EACH INCOME FIFTH OF AMERICAN 
FAMILIES AND UNATTACHED INDIVIDUALS 


Year Lowest Fourth Middle Second Highest Top 
Fifth Fifth ‘Fifth Fifth Fifth 5 Percent 


1984 4.4 10.3 16.4 24.3 44.6 17.0 
1981 4.6 10.6 16.7 24.3 43,7 16.5 
1970 49 10.9 16.4 23.8 44.] 16.1 
1960 46 10.9 16.4 22.7 45.4 19.6 
1950 48 10.9 16.1 22.1 46.1 21.4 
1946 5.0 11.1 16.0 21.8 46.1 21.3 
194] 4.) 9.5 15.3 22.3 48.8 24.0 
1935-36 4.1 9.2 14.1 20.9 51.7 26.5 
1929 (12.5) 13.8 19.3 54.4 30.0 


Compiled from: U.S. Department of Comme reau of the Census, Historical Sta- 
tistics of the United States, Colonial Times to fo 1970 (Washington: Government Printing 
Office, 1975), Series G-319-336, p. 301, and Current Population Reports, P-60, 
No. 85 (Table 14), No. 134 (Table ‘Sond N No. 149 (Table 4). 


Yet the real “solution” to the Depression that emerged from the 
New Deal and the military spending of World War II was, basically, 
to return to an old and comfortable American assumption: more or 
less constant expansion. The economic boom of World War II 
allowed Americans to opt once more for the easy solution of an ever 
expanding pie. With the return of prosperity and the coinciding 
swing of the pendulum away from social concerns and toward a 
more self-centered outlook and a complacent sense that the 
economic problem had been licked, the values of the Depression era 
declined. 


Two principal factors are often cited as having kept up growth 
and prevented a new depression in the postwar years. One is that 
enough Keynesianism had been learned that government usually 
moved in the correct direction during critical periods to reverse 
recessions. The other is that many programs established by the New 
Deal—unemployment compensation, Social Security, welfare 
payments, deposit insurance, and so forth—worked automatically to 


counter economic downturns. Both of these facts were of great 
importance in keeping the economy in relative health from the early 
1940s to the late 1970s, but both were seriously undermined by the 
policies of the Reagan administration. 


Two other phenomena were of at least equal significance in 
creating and maintaining the greatest economic boom in the history 
of the world. Both served to persuade what might otherwise have 
been a reluctant public and Congress to spend at high enough levels 
to keep up sufficient demand. One was the Cold War, which from 
the early 1950s kept military spending at high rates even while the 
nation was at peace. At times when neither congressional nor public 
opinion was given to supporting heavy spending for social 
programs, the need to defend ourselves from the Communist threat 
in fact helped protect us from the possibly more immediate danger 
of economic collapse. In the years between the Korean War and the 
early 1970s, a majority of Americans usually seemed ready to 
believe that the country could never have too much defense. The 
resulting government spending played no small part in keeping the 
economy on a general rise during those years. 


Even more significant in the great postwar economic boom, 
though, may have been another coinciding boom: that of babies. 
The phenomenal explosion in births in the years 1946-64 fueled the 
demand needed to keep the American economy growing. “A civilian 
market growing by the size of Iowa every year,” Fortune magazine 
noted in 1951, “ought to be able to absorb whatever production the 
military will eventually turn loose.” Seven years later, Life headlined 
its cover story: “Kids, Built-In Recession Cure—How 4,000,000 A 
Year Make Millions In Business.” The Cold War and the Baby Boom 
combined to keep the economy strong enough that its occasional 
slips remained within the bounds of what mild Keynesianism could 
correct. Both phenomena, however, added to the reliance on an ever 
expanding economy. Should that growth ever slow appreciably, a 
new crisis would be inevitable. We are now facing that crisis.2 


The economic impact of Franklin Roosevelt’s actions as president 
have been immense and lasting. The same can readily be said of his 
political achievements. Politics was the area in which FDR 
considered himself an expert. The changes he helped effect in this 
realm were monumental. 


Winning the election in 1932 was no particular accomplishment, 
of course. The Depression had assured a Democratic victory. After 
coming into office, though, Franklin Roosevelt began a dramatic 
alteration of American politics. He focused public attention on 
genuine problems for the first time in more than a decade. More 
even than in the Populist and Progressive eras, American politics 
became issue-oriented in the 1930s. The Depression itself was 
largely responsible, to be sure, but it should be remembered that the 
Republicans and many important Democrats sought to ignore 
economics and concentrate the 1932 campaign on such diversions as 
prohibition. Roosevelt’s personal role cannot be discounted. 


Although immigrants had long played a part in urban machine 
politics, and ethnic groups had had some impact in the Progressive 
era, national politics before 1933 remained—despite the Al Smith 
nomination in 1928—largely the province of property-owning, 
Anglo-Saxon Protestant males. The New Deal began the slow process 
of bringing other Americans into the democratic process. Roosevelt’s 
goal was to create a lasting coalition of interest groups that would 
assure his party majority status for decades to come. With the help 
of the Depression he succeeded. The economic collapse of the 1930s 
did for the Democratic party what the depression of the 1890s had 
done for the Republicans. 


Creating such a lasting majority was an exceedingly difficult task. 
The bedrock of the Democratic party had long been the Solid South. 
For a Democrat to reject the South was unthinkable; for the South to 
reject the Democratic party was worse. The “Southern Way of Life,” 
with its complete white domination, was tied to the one-party 
system. 


At first, Roosevelt and southern Democrats got along famously. 
He was, after all, a part-time Georgian. Southern delegates had put 


FDR over the top to win his 1932 nomination. They were generally 
pleased with the AAA, and relief programs seemed no great threat in 
the beginning. Soon, however, doubts arose. The attempts by Ickes, 
Hopkins, and other New Deal relief administrators to see that blacks 
were not discriminated against in the dispensing of government 
funds rubbed many white supremacists the wrong way. Relief rates, 
as low as they were, often exceeded the criminally low pay scales 
southern whites offered black employees. As Eleanor Roosevelt’s 
beliefs in a greater degree of racial equality came to be better 
known, she became for many southern whites the world’s single 
most hated person, known simply as “That Woman” to thousands 
who considered the utterance of her name improper for ladies and 
gentlemen. 


In the general euphoria of 1936, southern Democrats allowed the 
abrogation of the party’s requirement that a presidential nominee 
receive the support of two-thirds of the delegates. The rule had for a 
century given southerners a veto over Democratic nominees. When 
Roosevelt introduced his Court plan the following year, many 
southerners believed that the President secretly wanted to appoint 
justices who would upset the racial order of their region. 


Although the section’s long-standing paranoia made the situation 
look more threatening than it was, southerners were correct in 
seeing a fundamental change in their position in the Democratic 
party. With the huge Democratic majorities elected in 1936, the 
southerners found themselves a distinct minority within their own 
party. Still, the need to maintain a one-party system seemed 
absolute. The changes in the Democratic party in the thirties were 
enough to scare southerners, but not yet sufficient to cause them to 
abandon the party of their grandfathers. The move of blacks, labor 
unions, Catholics, and Jews into the Democratic party did, however, 
provide some strange company for southern conservatives. The 
possibility of a formal alliance between southerners and Republicans 
lay open. What Barry Goldwater, Richard Nixon, and John Mitchell, 
the architects of the “southern strategy,” would try to accomplish in 
the 1960s was clearly foreshadowed by the events of the thirties. 


The greatest trouble of all in trying to appeal to opposing groups 
came with the President’s early attempt to keep both big business 
and the working class on his side. It did not succeed, and early in 
1935, facing mounting pressure from the left, Roosevelt seems to 
have made a decision similar to that made by Nixon in the early 
1970s on the advice of aide Patrick Buchanan: “Cut ... the country 
in half; ... we would have far the larger half.” Roosevelt’s division 
had the redeeming feature that at least the enemy he singled out— 
the reactionary rich—had clearly done harm or been indifferent to 
the plight of a majority of Americans. America’s upper crust 
responded to Roosevelt’s rhetorical attacks with bitterness 
unmatched in the annals of twentieth-century presidents. Two 
famous cartoons illustrated the feelings of the wealthy toward one 
they viewed as an apostate. One by Dorothy McKay in Esquire for 
November 1938 showed an_ upper-class youngster writing 
“ROOSEVELT” on the sidewalk. His tattletale sister was informing 
on him. “Mother,” she exclaimed, “Wilfred wrote a bad word!” In a 
similar vein, Peter Arno drew in The New Yorker two groups of well- 
to-do people at a club. “Come along,” the first urged the second. 
“We’re going to the Trans-Lux to hiss Roosevelt.” On a copy of this 
cartoon, FDR wrote “Grand.” 


With his class-oriented actions and talk of 1935 and 1936, 
Roosevelt had crossed a political Rubicon. The rise of the CIO and 
the wave of sit-down strikes in 1937 took place while the President’s 
fortunes were tied up with the working class, whether he continued 
to like it or not. 


He had, though, little reason not to like it. The coalition formed of 
labor unionists, relief recipients, blacks, southerners, ethnic and 
religious minorities, intellectuals, and sometimes farmers has 
dominated American politics since the thirties. Even as the South 
split along class lines in the 1970s, with many of the better-off 
whites in the region becoming Republicans, a majority could still be 
formed in 1976 of the remaining parts of the “Roosevelt Coalition.” 
And the outcome of the 1980 election, while unquestionably 
marking at least a temporary shift to the right, was far more a 


repudiation of Jimmy Carter than it was the death knell of the New 
Deal and the majority that the Depression and Roosevelt had put 
together. By the 1982 off-year elections, the half-century-old New 
Deal coalition was able once more to demonstrate enough strength 
that The New York Times could proclaim editorially: “ ‘Liberal’ Is No 
Longer a Dirty Word.”2 


That political concerns motivated so many of Franklin Roosevelt’s 
actions is disturbing to some observers. Critics can condemn FDR for 
opportunism. Obviously, that is just what it was, but perhaps that is 
not as bad as most of us think. Opportunism may play a crucial role 
in democracy. The President must lead, but if he wants to be 
reelected he must conform finally to the popular will rather than to 
a preconceived plan of his own. It is possible that Roosevelt’s 
relative success and his great popularity were functions of his being 
more of a politician (in the best sense of the word) and less of an 
ideologue than many of his critics liked or recognized. 


Discussions of the New Deal’s place in history in recent years have 
concentrated on its conservative aspects—that is, its success in 
keeping the system running. Aside from inducing apoplexy in 
surviving right-wing Roosevelt-haters, the most serious problem 
with this view is its present-mindedness. The troubles that 
paternalist liberalism produced in the 1960s and 1970s should not 
be used to condemn the reforms made in the 1930s. 


There can be no doubt that the New Deal performed a marvelous 
job of conservation: it saved American capitalism at the time of that 
economic system’s worst crisis to date. To accept this, however, is 
not to say as some leftist historians have in the last two decades that 
things would have been better had the reforms of the Roosevelt 
administration never occurred. It may very well be regrettable that 
the New Deal did not do more, particularly that it did nothing 
effective to strike at the maldistribution of wealth and income that 
continues to plague the American economy. But some reform is 
better than none. Making things worse is not a way to make them 


better; the reelection of Hoover in 1932 would have been a disaster; 
allowing the poor to starve is not a way to make their lives better. 


Of course the New Deal defused discontent; doubtless this was 
one motive for relief expenditures. This is, however, much easier to 
condemn from the friendly confines of Stanford or Columbia several 
decades after the fact than it was from a WPA project in the midst of 
the Depression. It also seems unfair—and more than a little 
inconsistent—to criticize the New Deal both for not helping workers 
and for aiding them sufficiently to undermine their discontent. 


This said, however, a basic question about the New Deal must be 
asked: Whom did it help? Of the early measures, the NRA aided big 
business, the AAA helped large landowners and hurt tenant farmers, 
the Emergency Banking Act and the FDIC helped bankers and 
depositors, the HOLA aided lenders and homeowners, the SEC 
helped stock investors, and the so-called economy bill helped no 
one, except perhaps some befuddled classical economists. The only 
things in the First New Deal that directly benefited the really poor 
were the TVA, the Farm Credit Administration (which saved many 
small farmers), and the relief programs. 


Considering these facts, many observers have wondered why 
Franklin Roosevelt was loved most by those he helped least. It is a 
legitimate and important question. One answer is simply that the 
provision of relief was in itself so much more than the federal 
government had done before for the down-and-out that they 
naturally appreciated it. In addition, there was the Second New 
Deal. The benefits of the Wagner Act, Social Security, and the later 
Fair Labor Standards Act were not shared by Americans at the very 
bottom of the economic ladder, but these acts did reach further 
down than most of the First New Deal legislation. Next to 
Roosevelt’s fatherly image, the WPA was the most important factor 
in tying the poor to the New Deal. For all its problems, the WPA 
seemed to most who worked for it to mean one thing: the 
government had finally remembered the “forgotten man.” 


The New Deal created the welfare state. Never again would it be 
seriously argued that society had no responsibility for the 


unemployed, the aged, and the infirm. The government might not 
do much for them, but it would not let them again completely fend 
for themselves. Even Ronald Reagan, a half century later, found it 
necessary to pay lip service to the idea of a federal “safety net” for 
the “truly needy.” The federal government’s relationship to the 
American people was drastically altered. “Washington”—previously 
the name of the first president, numerous other people, a state, and 
various landmarks and towns, including one on the Potomac River— 
suddenly came in the 1930s to have a new meaning for most 
Americans. It was the source of income for many, the collector of 
social security taxes for more, and the stimulator of the economy for 
almost all. “The government” now always meant the national 
government. The United States became, through the New Deal, an 
“it” instead of a “they.” No longer “these United States,” the nation 
more than ever before became the United States. 


The New Deal did even more than this. By making the Depression 
livable, it preserved a free, democratic society in an age when the 
survival of such societies was by no means assured. This laudable 
end was achieved at considerable expense, though. The trend 
toward centralized power was one that held the potential for 
subverting democracy, as events of the sixties and seventies showed. 


Moreover, the methods employed by the New Deal were generally 
not designed to maximize participation. Based as they were on the 
concept of paternalism, most New Deal programs edged America 
closer to dependence on competition between big government, big 
business, big labor, and other such institutions. Those who belonged 
to none of these organizations were left out of the theory of 
pluralism that grew out of the Roosevelt years; and most of those in 
the groups, such as union members, also had little say in the affairs 
of their institutions. Pluralism was but one legacy of the New Deal. I 
have discussed many others. Such bequests are not difficult to find, 
since most of them still survive. Indeed, the New Deal defined the 
limits of political debate for at least a half century. 


For all it did, for all it changed, the New Deal never succeeded in 
its primary goal: ending the Depression. Roosevelt himself had 


stated the objective best during the 1932 campaign. In his April 
“Forgotten Man” radio address, the candidate declared: “A real 
economic cure must go to the killing of the bacteria in the system 
rather than to the treatment of external symptoms.”4 This Dr. New 
Deal never accomplished; he was quite effective in easing 
symptoms, but the bacteria remained untouched. Necessary as 
analgesics were in the thirties, they may, as painkillers often do, 
have done a long-term disservice to the patient. Deadening the pain 
lessened the urgency of finding the cause and cure of the affliction. 
This is not to belittle the accomplishments of the New Deal; it is 
simply to indicate that more might have been done. 


But could more have been done? The changes brought by the 
Depression and the New Deal were immense. Franklin Roosevelt’s 
role in those changes was certainly large. Yet in Roosevelt’s first 
term, Congress was often to his left, not merely agreeing to 
presidential proposals but pushing more substantial changes on its 
own. The National Labor Relations Act, the Wagner-Steagall 
Housing Act, and the creation of the FDIC were all congressional 
initiatives. The NRA had been a response to the certainty of more 
drastic action in Congress. 


Whether or not more could have been achieved in the political 
atmosphere of the Depression years, it is beyond question that the 
economic collapse and Franklin Roosevelt’s response to it decidedly 
altered the course of the nation. The simplest and most meaningful 
statement that can be made about the New Deal is that it brought 
into our government the sense of compassion that arose among so 
many Americans during the Depression and left that sense of caring 
as a legacy to subsequent generations of Americans. 


Perhaps the chief impact of the Great Depression was that it 
obliged the American people to face up to the necessity of 
cooperative action because it took away, at least temporarily, the 
easy assumptions of expansion and mobility that had decisively 
influenced so much of past American thinking. Those assumptions 
had generally made most Americans feel that it was unnecessary to 


inquire much about the degree of justice in their economic system. 
For a time during the Depression, the nation confronted that basic 
question and began to answer it by moving toward the “moral 
economic” values I described earlier. 


Americans have always been basically pragmatic. They were 
willing to accept an unfettered marketplace economy so long as it 
seemed to be working—so long, that is, as it appeared to be living 
up to Adam Smith’s original moral belief that it eventuated in the 
common good. For many industrial workers, it was apparent as 
early as the immediate post-Civil War era that laissez faire and the 
marketplace did not produce their common good. By the 1880s and 
1890s, many farmers in the South and Great Plains had reached a 
similar conclusion. Both of these groups moved in the late 
nineteenth century toward values based on a greater degree of 
cooperation. For the vast “middle class” of the United States, 
however, it took the Great Depression to convince them—at least for 
a while—that the marketplace was not benign in its workings. 


During the Depression America moved toward community- 
oriented values simply because so many were in need. With up to 
one-fourth of the work force unemployed, an even larger percentage 
of the population (when dependents are figured in) without a 
regular source of income, and more still in constant fear that they 
might be next to lose their jobs, most people came to realize that 
they faced a common predicament. People became much less willing 
to “go it alone” with no thought of the consequences for others. 
They became less selfish and more compassionate. 


When I speak of the compassion of the thirties as contrasted to the 
egoism of the twenties, I certainly do not mean to imply anything 
approaching the sort of absolute dichotomy posed by such 
extremists as Ayn Rand. It is not an either/or situation. If the 
prosperity decade had some men who approached the megalomania 
of Rand’s Fountainhead characters, Gail Wynand and Howard Roark, 
the utterly selfless people of the Depression decade—epitomized by 
Melanie Hamilton in Gone With the Wind—were entirely fictional. 
The quest for justice in the Great Depression implied no desire to 


destroy the individual or to impose totalitarian collectivism. It 
merely meant that people sought a greater degree of sharing, a more 
ethical, cooperative individualism; not at all an obliteration of the 
self, but a recognition of the rights, needs, and humanity of others. 
President Roosevelt stated it well in 1936: “I believe in 
individualism ...—up to the point where the individualist starts to 
operate at the expense of society.” 


John Steinbeck put the emerging quality beautifully: “The baby 
has a cold. Here, take this blanket. It’s wool. It was my mother’s 
blanket—take it for the baby. This is the thing to bomb. This is the 
beginning—from ‘T to ‘we.’ ” Steinbeck went to the heart of the 
economic influence on the change in values from prosperity to 
depression: “For the quality of owning freezes you forever into ‘I,’ 
and cuts you off forever from the ‘we.’ ” 


The initial impact of the Depression was, of course, devastating 
for most people. They quickly rejected the acquisitive individualism 
associated with the business ethic of the twenties, but they were 
slower to see just what they might replace it with. Self-blame was a 
natural outgrowth of the self-congratulation of the preceding era of 
prosperity. The turning point came in 1933. Franklin Roosevelt and 
the New Deal provided hope to go with the hard times. Hope is a 
necessary ingredient in any significant movement for change. The 
shift in attitudes beginning with the Hundred Days was reflected in 
movies, union militancy, “thunder on the left,” declining self-blame, 
new attitudes toward relief, and many other ways. This change has 
sometimes been misinterpreted as a return to the values of 
competitive, acquisitive individualism. In fact, those values were 
more firmly rejected after the New Deal provided hope of a more 
just society than they had been before Roosevelt’s inauguration. 
What happened was a return to the partly mythical older values of 
justice, cooperation, and moral economics. Since these older values 
were reshaped in the context of the 1930s, they amounted to a new 
cooperative approach, although one with clear roots in the pre- 
marketplace economy. 


The circumstances out of which the reforms of the Great 
Depression arose differed in several important respects from those of 
earlier American reform eras. Most obviously, such earlier successful 
reform movements as Progressivism occurred in times of relative 
prosperity, while the New Deal took place under just the opposite 
conditions. Progressivism was much more a series of reforms 
initiated from above for those in the lower ranks of society. The 
Depression-era reforms were pushed from below, by those who 
needed them. If Progressivism was, as historian Charles Forcey has 
said, a “strange mixture of guilt and moral fervor,” the New Deal 
was characterized only by moral fervor, and that of a different sort. 
Inspired as they were by those who were the victims of the 
economic collapse, the reforms of the Depression years were in no 
sense a product of guilt. Those who pushed for the changes were not 
the guilty parties in the Depression, and after 1933 most of them 
understood this. As victims, those demanding change during the 
Depression were not thinking in terms of giving, but of sharing. 


Another distinction between the mood of the Progressive era and 
the values of the Great Depression deserves mention and leads us 
into a new perspective on the values of the Depression era. The 
reformers of the earlier period had, as Otis Graham has put it, “a 
strong appetite for adventure.” Certainly Theodore Roosevelt’s “urge 
for great ‘male’ exploits” is beyond question. The emphasis that 
Americans placed on supposedly “male” qualities had always been 
high. One of the highest “male virtues” was competition, trying to 
win, seeking “success.” Indeed, much of Western society since the 
beginnings of industrialization in the eighteenth century had 
become separated into “male” and “female” spheres. The former was 
closely associated with the emerging marketplace political economy. 
The division of labor that Adam Smith postulated was carried 
further and led to a division of human qualities into those 
appropriate for men and those proper for women. The male sphere, 
which has dominated Western and especially American society for 
the past two centuries, placed a high value on aggressiveness, 
toughness, competition, and pursuit of self-interest. The female 


sphere, on the other hand, emphasized cooperation, sharing, 
compassion, service to others, self-denial—in short, the traditional 
Judeo-Christian ethic. Such qualities were necessary for human 
survival, but would get in the way of the pursuit of success in the 
marketplace. Hence, they were confined to the sphere of women, 
which was coextensive with the home and the church. In the most 
simplified terms, the male sphere in the industrialized world was the 
amoral marketplace, the female world the place where morality was 
still to reign—but where it was to remain confined, a haven for men 
from the brutal struggle outside. 


Students of public opinion in the early 1980s noted a “gender 
gap” on a series of topics ranging from nuclear disarmament 
through Ronald Reagan to social welfare programs. The element 
that seemed to tie together the concerns of women on these varied 
issues, pollsters tell us, was a desire for “fairness” and “morality.” 
These findings are suggestive about the rise of “moral economic” 
values during the Great Depression. 


In certain respects, the Depression can be seen as having effected 
a “feminization” of American society. The self-centered, aggressive, 
competitive “male” ethic of the 1920s was discredited. Men who 
lost their jobs became dependent in ways that women had been 
thought to be. Women in films in the early Depression, for example, 
were portrayed as totally dependent. In Faithless (1932), Tallulah 
Bankhead attempts to find work but meets nothing but “No Help 
Wanted—This Means You” signs. She marries, but neither she nor 
her husband is able to find work. Bankhead is obliged to sell herself 
in order to survive. The message is the same in such other early 
Depression films as Susan Lenox, Her Fall and Rise (1931) and Blonde 
Venus (1932): women—Greta Garbo and Marlene Dietrich, 
respectively—are totally dependent and must prostitute themselves 
to get ahead. A similar fate seemed to have befallen many men by 
1932. Like women, they rejected the success-oriented life, became 
passive, and in an economic sense, expressed a willingness to 
prostitute themselves in order to survive. 


As in so many other ways, 1933 was the turning point. With the 
New Deal the nation moved from passive acceptance of the 
Depression’s effects to active attempts to overcome them. It may not 
be coincidental that 1933 was also the year in which Hollywood’s 
only “different” woman of the decade—Mae West—burst forth. In 
She Done Him Wrong (1933), West is not a dependent woman. She is 
in complete control. Yet it is not a simple role reversal, for Mae 
West does not use “male” qualities to get ahead. She is a 
representative of the poor; bighearted and generous, she helps 
people.> 

If men in the Depression found themselves much more often in 
the traditional position of women—on the bottom, in a state of 
dependence—they also moved toward the “feminine” values I have 
here called “moral economics.” When, with the New Deal, they got 
beyond passivity and became active in their quest to improve their 
situation, Depression victims tended to do so through “female” 
values. They sought to escape dependence not through “male,” self- 
centered, “rugged” individualism, but through cooperation and 
compassion. 


The division between female and male values is, of course, 
essentially another way to look at the effects of the Depression on 
American values that I have been concerned with throughout this 
book. It does, though, cast a slightly different light on the subject, 
and it may help us to see what has become of those values in the 
more than four decades since the Great Depression ended. 


First, it must again be made clear that I am not speaking about 
absolute distinctions or suggesting that women are inherently 
“better” than men, any more than I am saying that the poor are 
automatically better than the rich. Obviously some women adopt so- 
called masculine values and some men adhere to “feminine” values, 
just as many of the poor at times adopt the acquisitive, competitive 
ethic and many of the rich are compassionate. I am speaking about 
tendencies. The situation in which the poor find themselves has led 
many of them to see the benefits of basing the economy on moral 


considerations. Similarly, for a variety of societal reasons, women 
have been encouraged to be compassionate. (I have neither the 
inclination nor the expertise to enter the thicket of whether there 
may be a biological as well as a social basis for the difference, on 
the average, between the values of men and women.) Depression 
conditions strengthened the attraction of the values of the poor for 
the sinking middle class and the values associated with women for 
men. 


If reformers in the Progressive era remained essentially 
“masculine” in their outlook, but those demanding change from 
below during the Depression were adopting more “feminine” values, 
it would seem that another fundamental difference between these 
reform eras has been identified. This distinction can also be made 
between the motivation for reform in the Depression and that in the 
subsequent liberal period of the 1960s. The leaders of the later 
period had as great an “urge for ‘male’ exploits” as did such 
Progressives as Theodore Roosevelt. John F. Kennedy’s reputation 
for such things is too large to require repetition here. Lyndon 
Johnson’s internal conflict between female compassion and male 
toughness and his continuing fear of appearing to be a “sissy,” 
which have been detailed by Doris Kearns, ultimately led to tragic 
consequences as he sought to demonstrate his “manhood” in far- 
away places. Spurred on by concern over the mistreatment of black 
Americans and the effects of the “vigorous” foreign policies of JFK 
and LBJ, a growing number of Americans—particularly younger 
ones—turned in the 1960s toward values of compassion, equity, and 
justice. But the “Movement” of the sixties was fundamentally 
different from that of the thirties. In the 1960s prosperity reigned 
and most of those who demanded change had themselves grown up 
surrounded by material abundance. The liberalism of the sixties was 
based upon the assumption of an expanding economic pie. President 
Kennedy even revived an old term for this cherished American 
belief when he spoke of a New Frontier. A majority in the sixties 
was willing to help others because they thought that this could be 
done without harming themselves. 


When the American economic pie stopped growing in the 1970s, 
much of the population was ready once again to turn inward. As at 
the end of the Progressive era, the people grew tired of sacrifice for 
others and returned to concern with the self. The “me” generation 
came into dominance. 


In the seventies and eighties, the American people have again 
been confronting the prospect of limits. The 1973-74 Arab oil 
embargo, inflation, a decline in productivity, and a general change 
from an industrial to high technology economy have combined to 
create an unfamiliar situation for Americans. The future no longer 
seems certain to be better than the past. The initial reaction of most 
appeared to be almost the opposite of that which occurred when a 
similar conclusion was reached in the Depression. 


Postwar American society has been so permeated by the values of 
acquisitive individualism (despite the survival of some residue of 
the social concern of the Depression) that few of us have escaped it. 
The mass media bombard us with a self-centered ethic of 
consumption, and advertisers are far more skillful than they were in 
earlier decades in convincing us that we need what, without their 
assault on our senses, we would not even know we wanted. Given 
this framework, it should not have been especially surprising when 
many Americans greeted the new economic problems associated 
with limits by “looking out for number one.” If we had to accept 
that things in general would not get better, we could still assume the 
good—and improving—life for ourselves. 


If, as I have contended, the Great Depression led many middle- 
class Americans to see their interests as coinciding with those of the 
poor, the same has plainly not been the case in recent years. Middle- 
class Americans in the thirties identified with the Joads; in the 
seventies and early eighties they aspired not only to keep up with 
the Joneses, but to try to catch up with the Rockefellers. Americans 
of moderate means have been encouraged to live beyond those 
means, to try to emulate those above them on the income scale. 
Products are purchased not merely for their use or enjoyment, but to 
demonstrate one’s position in society. “The pressure on all these 


people to dispose of their cash as they do,” The New Republic 
observes, “does not come from a sudden prosperity.... The pressure 
comes, rather, from a social ethos for which the highest value is 
style.” That ethos is diametrically opposed to the one that 
dominated in the Great Depression. The official crowning of the 
social ethos of style was the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980. The 
Reagan administration has lifted much of the remaining stigma from 
the practice of acquisitive individualism. More even than a return to 
the doctrine of social Darwinism, this seems to represent the 
development of what might be called “social Calvinism.” The 
successful see themselves as the economically Elect and the 
unemployed as the socially damned. The former need not concern 
themselves about the latter. By concentrating on increasing their 
own success, they further prove that they are among the Chosen. As 
John D. Rockefeller once put it: “The good Lord gave me my 
money.” 


The indicators of the turning inward to private concerns in the 
latest conservative swing were ubiquitous by the late 1970s. While 
the New Deal had persistently reflected Depression-era America’s 
desire for public projects, by the 1970s there was a noticeable 
decline in interest in the commonweal. Public transportation 
systems were allowed to decay while citizens spent ever greater 
sums on private cars and the fuel to operate them. Budgets for 
public education were cut while the wealthy—and those who 
aspired to be—demanded tax credits for their children to attend 
private schools. Voters from California to Massachusetts passed 
referendums limiting the amount of taxes that could be collected to 
support public projects. Public libraries were often among the first 
targets of state and local budget cutters. 


Politics in recent years has been increasingly dominated by single- 
interest groups. “Today everyone is imitating the National Rifle 
Association,” Charles Peters wrote in The Washington Monthly in 
1983. “That’s the way to have a successful lobby. It’s also the way to 
ruin America.” The major concerns of the National Rifle Association 
are, in fact, among the best examples of the contrast between the 


community-oriented values of the thirties and the “every man for 
himself” attitude of the seventies and eighties. Instead of accepting 
that the provision of security is a responsibility to be undertaken by 
society, many Americans—including President Reagan—maintain 
that individuals armed with everything up to and including armor- 
piercing bullets should provide protection for their families. That 
way lies the road to anarchy, not community. 


The private concerns of Americans in the 1970s and early 1980s 
were evident also in the growth of career orientation among college 
students. They sought ways to “plug into” the system, not to 
challenge it. Many of the terms that became clichés in these years 
made the same point: “assertiveness training,” “getting in touch 
with myself,” “open marriage,” “my space.” So did the fads, cults, 
and “therapies” of the period: health foods, est, “consciousness 
raising,” Esalen, and so forth. Former Yippie Jerry Rubin, whom the 
media once made a symbol of in the 1960s, became a much better 
representative of the seventies when he said he had learned “to love 
myself enough so that I do not need another to make me happy.” 
Predictably, the results of such an attitude (although, of course, 
most people would not put it so bluntly) included an increase in the 
divorce rate and a decline in the birthrate. Marriage requires a 
willingness to sacrifice, share, and consider the needs of another. 
And children, after all, can disrupt one’s “lifestyle.” They demand 
that a parent give of his time and himself. It was a sacrifice many 
seemed unwilling to make. 


The mood of egoism has become worse in modern American 
business than it was in the 1920s. American corporate executives 
today seek to construct personal images as “winners.” They show 
little loyalty, even to their companies. Competition has gone beyond 
that between companies and come to be between individual 
executives. Success is defined in the management textbook Routes to 
the Executive Suite as “not simply getting ahead,” but “getting ahead 
of others.” The “winning image” is usually achieved by 
concentration on short-term profitability. Corporate executives have 
worked at what Harvard economist Robert Reich calls “paper 


entrepreneurialism”—the manipulation of stock and finances— 
rather than at increasing productivity. Such attitudes have played a 
large role in the weakening of the American economy.® 


If the values of Americans in recent years seem closer to those of 
the 1920s than those of the Depression, there are other disturbing 
parallels between the economic situation leading into the 
Depression and that we face today. Any study of the Great 
Depression ought to address the question: Can it happen again? 


That the values of acquisitive individualism that helped create the 
climate for the depression appear again to have been dominant in 
recent years is not a good sign. Nor is it comforting to know that we 
have a president who admires Calvin Coolidge, believes in the 
economic policies that were in effect in the 1920s, and wants to 
weaken the social programs that have helped prevent large 
economic collapses throughout the postwar years. 


The economic slump of the early 1980s was the worst since the 
Great Depression. The previous post-Depression peaks of 
unemployment were 7.9 percent in the recession of 1948-49,7.5 
percent in the 1957-58 recession, and 9.0 percent in the 1973-75 
recession. All those records were left far behind in the early 1980s. 
In December 1982 the jobless rate hit 10.8 percent. Approximately 
12 million Americans seeking jobs were unable to find them, the 
largest absolute number of unemployed Americans since 1933. 
Moreover, several million more had either given up and stopped 
looking (and so were classified as “discouraged” rather than 
unemployed) or were working part-time when they wanted full-time 
jobs. Some 6 million of those without work had exhausted their 
unemployment benefits. Certain industries, such as automobiles, 
housing, and steel, were at Depression levels, as were the states of 
Michigan and West Virginia and localities in many industrial states. 
Bankruptcies in 1982 reached the highest level since the bottom of 
the Great Depression in 1932. More than 200 American financial 
institutions—banks and savings and loan associations—closed their 
doors in 1982. 


There were also disturbing impressionistic signs reminiscent of 
the Great Depression. By late 1982 an estimated 50,000 migrants a 
month were taking to American highways searching for work in 
other regions. Some of these were going to the very areas— 
Oklahoma and Texas—from which “Okies” fled in the thirties, but 
for many California remained the land of promise. Some of the 
migrants of the eighties were being called not “Okies,” but “black 
tag people,” because of the color of their Michigan license plates. 
Many Americans—perhaps 2 million—in 1982-83 were again 
homeless, living in vans, cars, or under bridges. In several cities, 
tent colonies of jobless families—now dubbed “Reagan ranches” 
rather than “Hoovervilles’—were established. The head of the 
Northern Ohio Salvation Army told a congressional hearing at the 
end of 1982 that people in Cleveland were sleeping in the 
organization’s deposit boxes. “What do you say to a husband and 
wife and three children sleeping in an old car on the road 
desperately looking for work, the temperature in the teens ... ?” he 
asked. Half of the men in New York City’s shelters for the homeless 
in 1982 were reported to be high school graduates and 20 percent of 
them were college graduates. The number of “customers” at soup 
kitchens multiplied dramatically in 1982. In Cleveland alone, the 
number of soup kitchens leaped from three in early 1981 to more 
than thirty only two years later. The lines at many such 
establishments stretched for blocks like an eerie vision of the 
breadlines of the thirties. Many of those standing in the soup 
kitchen lines were previously “respectable” folks who said they had 
never taken “handouts” before and had to swallow their pride 
because they were hungry and had no means to buy food. “I just 
don’t like people knowing how bad off we are,” explained a man at 
an Elyria, Ohio, soup kitchen. The Christmas wishes of Depression- 
era children were echoed in a December 1982 report from Sears, 
Roebuck that one of the most common requests their store Santas 
were receiving from children was to “help their parents find a job or 
pay bills.” 


The sense of déja vu made itself felt in other ways. Median farm 
income dropped from $18,483 in 1979 to only $15,755 in 1980. By 
December 1982 the parity ratio was down to 54, the lowest since 
records began to be kept in 1910. This means that farmers had only 
54 percent of the relative buying power their forebears had in 
1910-14. When the Farmers Home Administration attempted to 
auction off the dairy equipment of a bankrupt western [Illinois 
farmer in November 1982, some one hundred other farmers came to 
the sale and shouted down the auctioneer, thus preventing the sale. 
Similar confrontations took place in farming communities 
throughout the Midwest. Earlier in 1982 farmers in Oto, Iowa, 
slashed the tires of a truck Internal Revenue agents were using to 
seize machinery from a debt-plagued farmer. American Agriculture 
Movement (AAM) groups in some areas were talking about other 
forms of direct action, such as burning grainfields. Early in January 
1983 police had to use tear gas to disperse a crowd of AAM 
members in Springfield, Colorado, who attempted to prevent the 
forced sale of a farm. At about the same time, a district director of 
the United Steelworkers of America in the Pittsburgh region 
declared: “If we don’t start doing something for these people [the 
unemployed], there’s going to be a revolution.” And the sheriff of 
Allegheny County, Pennsylvania, proclaimed a moratorium on 
foreclosures of owner-occupied homes because he “sympathized 
with the plight of the unemployed.” 


In 1983 a recovery began, and analogies to the Great Depression 
quickly faded. Proclaiming that it was “morning in America” and 
that he was “bringing America back,” Ronald Reagan swept to a 
huge re-election victory in 1984. But there is no assurance that the 
danger that seemed so imminent in the early eighties has 
evaporated. 


The similarities between the economy of the 1980s and that of the 
1920s remain unsettling. The half-century trend toward a slightly 
more equitable distribution of income has been reversed. As in the 
1920s, there has been a growing gap between the incomes of those 
at the top and those at lower levels on the income scale. The three 


largest accomplishments of the Reagan administration have all been 
aimed at providing assistance for those who need it least. The 1981 
tax cut, the extraordinary military buildup, and the rapid growth of 
the national debt all amount to transfer payments to the wealthy: 
those in high tax brackets, stockholders in defense companies, and 
holders of government securities. The net result has been an echo of 
the Coolidge years: a shift in the distribution of income back in 
favor of those at the top. 


The farm crisis, which continues to worsen in the mid-eighties, is 
similarly reminiscent of the twenties. While much of the economy 
appears to be enjoying prosperity, farmers suffer from the worst 
depression they have faced since the 1930s. Just as was the case in 
the optimistic 1920s, farmers today can find little about which to 
roar. It may be morning on Wall Street, which in the mid-eighties 
was having its headiest days since the late twenties, but it appears 
more like nightfall in the farm belt. 


Perhaps most ominous of all the troubling indicators is the 
extremely fragile condition of the international banking structure. 
Between 1972 and 1982 international indebtedness increased 
tenfold, rising to some $2 trillion. Nine leading American banks have 
lent approximately one-half of their total capital to Mexico, which 
by early 1986 owed in excess of $100 billion. International bankers 
have made extremely unwise loans, much as did their predecessors 
in the 1920s. The collapse of oil prices in early 1986 served to 
exacerbate the crisis, leaving several of the largest debtors in virtual 
bankruptcy, with the international banking structure’s fate bound 
with that of the major debtor nations. 


There has also been a disturbing turn toward the sort of self- 
destructive economic nationalism that worsened the Great 
Depression. Political pressures for protectionism have grown with 
the trade deficit in the United States and several other countries 
suffering balance of payments problems. 


Nor has the unemployment problem been solved by the recovery 
that began in 1983. Just as unemployment remained high in the 
seemingly prosperous 1920s, so it has stuck at a level near 7 percent 


throughout the “roaring eighties.” In May 1983, President Reagan 
told an audience of Cuban-Americans in Miami that no special 
programs were needed for Hispanics or other depressed groups 
because “a rising tide lifts all boats.” Six days earlier, though, the 
chief executives of America’s leading corporations said at a meeting 
of the Business Council at Hot Springs, Virginia, that they would 
“rehire few of the workers they laid off in the recession, no matter 
how strongly the economy recovers.” In the mid-1980s, one in every 
seven Americans was existing in poverty. The rising tide of the 
eighties, it appeared, would lift yachts more easily than dinghies. 


Nothing was more debilitating for the unemployed of the eighties 
than to hear talk about recovery while they faced the prospect of 
continued, perhaps permanent, joblessness. Many of those who 
enjoyed prosperity showed little concern for the problems of the less 
fortunate. President Reagan’s interest was plainly with the other end 
of the economic spectrum. Sounding more like a member of the 
Liberty League than a former supporter of Franklin D. Roosevelt, 
Reagan echoed the words of John Raskob a half century earlier 
when he told a 1983 news conference, “What I want above all is 
that this country remains a country where someone can always get 
rich. That’s the thing that we have and that must be preserved.” 
(Compare Raskob’s 1934 statement, this page-this page, above.) 


For all the similarities between the problems of the eighties and 
those of the twenties, though, there are also significant differences. 
In some respects, unemployment may not be quite as devastating in 
modern America as it was before the New Deal. Unemployment 
compensation and other social programs help. So does the fact that 
at the depths of the recession in 1982 almost 60 percent of the 
unemployed were in families with more than one wage earner. If 
President Reagan does not succeed in dismantling the social 
programs of the New Deal and the Great Society, the burden of 
joblessness will remain a bit easier to bear than it was in Herbert 
Hoover’s day. 


One cause of the collapse of the 1920s was the rapid growth in 
productivity with wages not keeping pace. That clearly has not been 


a problem in the 1970s and ’80s. There exists today a tremendous 
excess capacity in many basic American industries, far more than 
there was in 1929. This of course reduces the incentive to invest. 
There is no reason to invest in new plant when so much already in 
existence is unused. It has therefore been most difficult to raise the 
level of investment significantly, despite the large tax cuts granted 
by the Reagan administration. 


Another crucial difference between the Depression and the 
economic problems of the 1980s is that the Coolidge-Mellon tax cuts 
took place at a time of low government spending, but the Reagan 
tax cuts were implemented at a time of large deficits and growing 
spending. This will make the Keynesian prescription difficult to 
apply when the next recession strikes. President Reagan gave the 
economy a massive injection of the Keynesian deficit drug, and the 
patient became increasingly dependent on such fixes. As with any 
addictive drug, it has taken ever larger doses of deficits to give the 
economy the “kick” it needs. Even annual deficits in the range of 
$200 billion were able to produce growth rates averaging only 2.5 
percent in the first five years of the Reagan presidency. To follow 
the usual Keynesian prescription to deal with the next recession is to 
take a serious risk of giving the economy an overdose of fatal 
proportions.7 


Part of our difficulties today are the result of the failure of both 
conservatives and liberals to look at the full economic picture. Most 
conservatives have ignored the problem of maldistribution and have 
depended on a growing economy to solve all problems. For their 
part, liberals from the 1960s through the early 1980s concentrated 
only on the division of the pie, not on its size. Questions of 
distribution are fundamental, but so are those of productivity. We 
need a more equitable distribution of wealth, not of poverty. If we 
are to succeed economically and morally, we must concern 
ourselves both with the size of the pie and with how it is sliced. 


There are no easy solutions to the economic problems of the late 
twentieth century, but the Great Depression does have lessons to 


teach us that can be useful in facing our latest challenges. One, 
clearly, is that “supply-side” or Coolidge-Mellon economics is 
precisely the wrong medicine. More important, though, is the 
relevance of the Depression era values for Americans today. The 
self-centeredness of the 1970s and early 1980s was one of the 
sources of our present economic problems, just as the similar 
attitudes of the twenties had helped to bring on the Great 
Depression. New York Mayor Edward Koch complained in 1982 of a 
nationwide “outbreak of selfishness.” “President Reagan,” Koch said, 
“has initiated a regressive philosophy of government in which the 
concept of federal burden-sharing is being eliminated. And people 
are being told to watch out for themselves.” 


Yet even while Ronald Reagan was trying to undo the New Deal, 
there were some encouraging signs that the cooperative spirit of the 
thirties might be rekindled. In his January 1983 inaugural address 
as governor of New York, for example, Mario Cuomo spoke words 
reminiscent of the man who preceded him to Albany fifty-four years 
earlier. “It has become popular in some quarters to argue that the 
principal function of government is to make instruments of war and 
to clear obstacles from the way of the strong,” Governor Cuomo 
noted. “It is said that the rest will happen automatically. The cream 
will rise to the top....” The New York governor rejected this view. 
“We can, and we will, refuse to settle for just survival and certainly 
not for just survival of the fittest,” he declared. Calling the state a 
“family,” Cuomo said both blessings and pains must be shared 
“equitably, honestly, and fairly” by all. He decried “the massive 
inequity of the new redistribution of national wealth” resulting from 
President Reagan’s policies. (Economist Robert Lekachman has 
pointed out that Reagan’s redistribution is similar to Roosevelt’s, 
“with the trifling difference that FDR sought to alleviate poverty and 
Ronald Reagan enthusiastically enriches further the already 
obscenely rich.”) Cuomo’s similar themes in his speech to the 
Democratic national convention in 1984 seemed to strike a long- 
dormant part of the conscience of many Americans. 


Regardless of what the economic future holds in store, we would 
be better off if we could regain the values of Depression-era 
Americans. As he did so often, Franklin D. Roosevelt spoke in words 
that perfectly reflected those values and the spirit of the time when 
he accepted the 1936 Democratic presidential nomination. These 
words, I believe, speak directly to Americans today: “Governments 
can err; Presidents do make mistakes,...but better the occasional 
faults of a Government that lives in a spirit of charity than the 
consistent omissions of a Government frozen in the ice of its own 
indifference.”8 Surely we could all benefit from a greater practice of 
the values summarized by those words. The Great Depression has no 
more important message for modern America. 
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